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"What the hell am | doing here?" | mutter softly. "More to the point, where the hell is here?" 

The what is pretty easy to figure out. | needed to take a drive, get away before | ended up in the Mobile 
County Jail for murdering our bassist. Jason's my friend, but after four months on the road, | was about 
ready to go Hetfield on him, in a way that James hasn't in years 


So much for not touring in 2001. | won't see home for longer than a few days until October, and its only June. 


| pull the rental car into the parking lot of a little dive bar, looking again at the map. It still isn't making sense. 
Fuck this, time to break the manly code and call for directions. 


"Yeah?" Gee, Lars is such a charming motherfucker. 


"Hey, anyone around there who's from here? l'm lost.” 
"| don't know. Where the hell are you?" 


"IF | knew that | wouldn't be fucking lost, would 1? I'm on Route 24, which coincidentally doesn't appear on my 
map, outside of some little redneck bar called the Hideaway. Wasn't that the name of the place in the 
Amityville Horror?" 


"How should | know? You're the one who's into all that horror shit. Why don't you just go in and ask 


directions?" 
"Because | thought I'd ask you, instead." 


He sighs. "Let me ask around." | hold while he asks a couple of people, then comes back. "No clue, Kirk They're 


checking with one of the rent a cops. In the meantime, | had a question about that one amp-" 


"Lars, focus. Figure out where the hell | am, then we'll talk about the amp." Dick. Fuck it. "I'm going to go ask 


directions, hang on" 


| stuff the phone in my pocket and climb out of the car, groaning as my joints protest. Fuck, how long was | 


driving? 


My watch says three hours. | push the door open, blinking a little in the smoky interior, and heading for the 


bar. 


Three steps in, | know I've made a bad decision. The inhabitants are glaring at me like I'm trespassing. "Hi," | 


mutter to no one in particular. "Could someone help me out? I'm a little lost" 


I'm to the bar, and its so filthy it makes my skin crawl. The wood is scarred, coated in a film of grime. | 
glance around, hearing the whispers rise behind me. "Anyone know how to get to Highway 1? No?" | shrug. "Was 
worth a try. Thanks." | turn, heading for the door, forcing myself to walk, when all | 


want to do is run. 
| nearly make it, but a thick arm shoots out of nowhere, grabbing my shoulder and shoving me into the wall 


| stare at the tattoo of the Confederate Flag on his forearm for a moment, the breath knocked out of me. It 
doesn't make sense that such a fat sonofabitch should be so fucking strong. 


Then, the hand closes over my throat, squeezing, and | gasp, trying to suck air in desperately. His other hand 
comes up, knocking the cowboy hat off, and grabbing a handful of hair. "Yer a pretty boy. Pretty enough to be 
a little bitch." 


Another voice, just beyond my dimming field of vision asks, "Are you one of them faggot bitches, boy?" 


| struggle harder, managing to land a solid kick. The grip on my throat loosens, and | gulp air, yelling in pain as 


he yanks on my hair, pulling me away from the wall. 


The backhand impacts on my jaw, and for a moment, | see stars. | snap back to myself as the hand closes on 


my already bruised throat, lifting me and slamming me into the wall 
| hear a crack, and wonder if it's my spine or the wall. Pain, white hot shoots through my chest. If | could 
draw breath, I'd scream. He throws me down, and | try to breathe. Each attempt sends a new wave of agony 


through me. | look up, tasting the sickly copper of blood in my mouth. 


Oh, God.He's unzipping his pants. | squirm, trying to crawl away, but he grabs me, throws me into the pool 


table, shoves me face down. 


"Shut up, you slanty-eyed bitch." | barely feel the pool cue break on my back amid the other pain. | hadn't 
realized that | was crying. 


He yanks at the leather pants, pulling them down, and | start to fight again, somehow finding the breath to 


scream. "NO! Please, God, no!" 
"God aint gonna help you, you little Jap fag." 


| squirm harder, kicking and screaming. In my terror, and pain, | yell a name, begging him to help me, even 


though rationally | know he's miles away. "JAMES!" 


"Hold him!" Hands grab my wrists, twisting them painfully, until I'm sure they're broken too. He slaps my ass, 
and | go still, trying to relax. "Yer lover aint gonna help you either, faggot.” 


Pain.God, so much pain.He's ripping me apart, | can feel the blood trickling down my thighs. Then, he's coming 
with a bestial noise, and patting my ass. 


"Good little bitch. Who else wants a taste?" 


The room starts to spin, and | lose track of what's happening. All that's constant is pain. | know that they've all 
taken turns on me, and | have the nauseating taste in my mouth of blood and semen. Its running from my 


mouth, smeared on my face like some sick facial. 


A slap slams my face into the felt of the pool table, and | watch the blood from my nose drip onto the 
battered felt. 


Hands knot in my hair, yanking my head back until I'm dimly surprised my neck doesn't just snap. Surprised and 
disappointed. "You like this, bitch? Or are you used to something bigger?" 


He brandishes a pool cue, before walking behind me. | manage a scream, cut off as a new wave of agony rips 


through me. 


Then, the pain sucks me down into a whirlpool of blackness. The last thing | hear is my own voice, begging and 


sobbing as | pass out. 
Consciousness fades in and out for a while. There's a lot of noise..yelling, banging..then shrieking, too loud. 
| try to cover my ears, but people are telling me "no, no." Their voices are gentle, at least. 


Finally, | hear a familiar sound. 


"—the FUCK was Kirk thinking, walking into a redneck bar looking like the grand-fucking-marshall of the Gay 


Pride Parade?" James yell is almost comforting, even if | can't follow what he's saying, really. 
"Jesus Christ, you say that like you think he deserved this!" Lars yells. 

"Guys, | think he's awake," Jason murmurs. 

Am |? | realize that | can see Jason, like I'm looking through a fog. Does that mean that I'm awake? 
James and Lars come into view, both looking relieved. "Kirk, can you hear me?" James asks softly. 
| try to nod, but | don't know if | do or not, so | open my mouth. "Y-" 

Oh, fuck. Pain like fire erupts in my throat, and | try to scream, but only more pain, and no sound. 


Jason curses, grabbing my arm, and | realize that I'm digging at my throat, trying to make the pain stop. Lars 


bolts from my view, and | hear him yelling for the doctor. 


Then, James is there, wrapping his arms around me, holding me, whispering that it's all right, everything is 
going to be all right. 


Lars comes back with a short bald man, and | feel a prick in my shoulder, then the void swallows me again. 


| wish | was alone in the void, but I'm not. The demons, the memories, are there, too. | can't fight them, can't 


stop them. The drugs are too strong, can't escape them. 
Am | alive, or did | dream them? Do you dream when you're dead? 


| slowly realize that | must be alive. Dead can't hurt this bad. 


| hear a soft voice next to my head, whispering that he's here, and no one's going to hurt me any more. 
Nice thought, James. Couldn't you have decreed that before..ch, God. 
God. They hurt me. They..God. No. Nononononononono.. 


James is still talking, still soothing me. Telling me that everything is going to be all right. Doesn't he get it? 
They raped me. NOTHING is all right. 


They..touched me. | feel the bile rise in my throat, choking me. 


At any other time, spewing on James would be worth a laugh. Right now, | feel like there are bugs crawling 


over my skin. | open my eyes, meeting James’ startled blue ones. 
Before | can beg him to help me, he puts a finger on my lips. "Sssh. You can't talk, Quirk” 


Fine, | won't talk. Help me, dammit. | try to lift my hand to scratch at the bugs, but there's something stopping 
me. Panic begins to build in my chest, and | suck in a hard breath, feeling pain spike through me. 


"Kirk, take it easy, or they're gonna sedate you again" 
Then fucking HELP me! 
"Try to take shallow breaths, you've got broken ribs," he murmurs. 


| focus on that, on trying to ease that pain After a few moments, it works, and the claws digging into my side 
withdraw a little. | look back at James through a haze of tears. 


He looks like shit. He's pale under a thick stubble of beard, and there are dark circles under his eyes. He's 
smiling at me, though. Why is he smiling? Doesn't he know what they did to me? 


And why does everything hurt so badly? | try to ask the question with my eyes. What's wrong with me, 


James? 
Talk to me, before the screaming in my mind gets too loud. 


"Ssssh. You're going to be okay, Quirk" | feel his fingers brush my hand, and | grab on tightly. His eyes meet 


mine, and | try to calm down a little. 
| open my mouth, not talking, but letting my lips form words. Christ, even that hurts. 


*How bad? * 


James' eyes darken. "Kirk, you need to rest-" 

*How bad, goddammit? Motherfucker! * 

The slight quirk of James’ lip tells me that he got that one. Then, its gone, and he sighs, lowering his eyes. 
"Pretty bad. You've got three cracked ribs, one of which punctured a lung, a mild concussion, a broken nose..." 
He trails off, taking a deep breath. "Dislocated jaw, separated shoulder..and you were pretty messed up..down 
there." 

| raise my eyebrow, waiting for him to go on 

"A lot of tearing, and bruising, and a perforated bowel. You can't talk because your windpipe was damaged, and 
it ruptured your vocal chords. We nearly lost you, Kirk" He's got tears in his eyes, and his hand tightens on 
mine. 

Fuck, if James was scared.. 

"We'll get through this, Kirk. The rest of us will be right beside you." 

| wish | could stay awake longer, but I'm so tired.. 

Time either passes in a blur, or crawls on by for the next couple of-days? Hours? I'm not really sure. There's 
a doctor who comes in to see me, checks me over while showing all the bedside manner of a pencil sharpener. | 
flip when he tries to pull the sheet down, and they knock me out again while James 


goes all Hetfield on his ass. 


After that, they send a female doctor in. Dr. Selenka, who's very caring, very soothing. She explains what she's 


going to do very carefully so I'm not afraid. 
Later, | hear Lars in the hallway, explaining why she will be the only one to examine me from now on 


As time goes on, | get more of the story, in bits and pieces. They won't tell me straight out, and | can't ask 


with no voice. 


| still need to wash, but it's not a burning need at the moment. | think they've got me on anti-depressants, or 


anti-psychotics in a big way. That would explain why my head feels like it's stuffed with cotton 


From the little bit I've gathered, Lars heard what was going on through the cell phone, and called the cops. 
There was some shooting involved, and they got me to the hospital. 


They finally untie my wrists, and I'm able to write my questions in a shaky hand. 


That's when | find out that I've been out for a week The rest of the tour has been postponed until | can 


continue. According to James, there's a giant room filled with cards and stuffed animals for me from our fans. 


Another few days pass, and l'm finally able to get out of bed. The first thing they let me do is take a shower. 
A nurse stands by to make sure | don't start trying to peel my skin off or something. 


Dr. Selenka finally explains the extent of my injuries to me. | hadn't known until | went to shower that I'd had 
surgery. Then, | saw the staple marks running low across my abdomen and higher, over my rib cage, traveling 
along the fine red line of a newly healing cut. They did work on my vocal chords too. There's a fine, barely 


noticeable line down my neck. 


She says that my voice should come back in another couple of weeks, but that there's no way of telling how 
lIl sound. There's a shitload of voice lessons down the tube. 


They sent in a few shrinks to talk to me about my experience, but I'm really not interested. I've read enough 
self help books to know what to expect. I'll be just fine. 


All | want is to get back on tour. I'll be fine if | have something to do. 
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Lars has been telling me that I'm the press’ darling right now. Everyone wants to talk to me. Kinda tough, since 
| can't talk back. He wants me to prepare a statement, even if James or he has to read it, he says itll get 
some of the press off my ass. 


Fine. 


| shoo James out to work on it. Christ, does he ever leave? | think back, and realize that he's been there. 


Every time I've opened my eyes, he's been nearby. 

You'd think we were lovers or something. 

We aren't, but not for lack of interest. The time just hasn't been right. First, we were all afraid of the 
ramifications. Then, Cliff died, and we all went a little crazy. Then, Alcoholica. Then, | went a lot crazy for a 


while. 


We're all just finally getting comfortable. This tour has been good. Despite the usual bitching and groaning, 
James and | have been getting closer, you'd almost call it dating. 


| wonder if he'll want to pick up where we started again? | wish the thought didn't repulse me so much. 


Fuck. My pencil point snapped. | shuffle out to the nurses station to ask for another one. They're going to 


release me tomorrow, they say. Aside from a couple of twinges from my ribs, lm healed. 


My shoulder still aches now and then, but I'm dealing with it. It's my right arm, which is gonna suck when they 


let me have a guitar, but no one said l'm a stranger to pain 


| wander to the nurses station and hold up my broken pencil. She nods, pointing towards a cup with pens. "Help 


yourself, babydoll.” 


| mouth my thanks, and look over there. My face looks back at me from the cover of some tabloid. | grab the 


pen and the magazine and head back to my room. 


Fuck, it's worse than | thought. They've got pictures from the standoff with the cops, of me being brought 
out broken and bleeding. Of the men. 


Something inside snaps, | swear, | can almost hear it. 


When James comes back, I'm in the corner, curled into myself, shuddering silently. He comes towards me, and 


even though | know it's just James, | scrabble backwards, unreasonable terror streaking through me. 
Don't touch me, please, don't touch.. 


He has at least that much sense. He kneels a few feet away, talking in a low voice, like l'm an animal he has to 


soothe. 


It works, | guess. His voice is so soft, that low, hypnotic growl. He edges a little closer, pushing the magazine 


away, watching for any panic. 


| jump a little when his hand touches mine, but | don't pull away. He slides his hand under mine, so | won't feel 


trapped. Where did he learn this? 
In some dim part of my mind, | realize that I'm clutching him like a lifeline, breathing shallow and fast. 


| focus on that, trying to slow it down, breathing as deep as my cracked ribs will allow. As | inhale, the scent 


of disinfectant and death fills my throat and | gag. 


| fucking hate hospitals. | need to get the fuck out of here, but | know | can't. | looked out the window 
yesterday. There's a bunch of news trucks parked down there, with the accompanying leeches. The shades 


have been closed ever since, leaving the room in perpetual twilight. 
| need to get out. Now. Can't breathe in here. 
"Kirk?" 


| look at James wildly. Fuck, now I'm getting claustrophobic, too? The darkness of the room seems suddenly 


oppressive, too much. 


l'm screaming inside my mind again, so loud that I'm amazed James can't hear it. He's watching me closely, 


trying to figure out what | want. 
| want the fucking clock to turn back. | want to get out of here. | want to breathe. 


Somewhere in the dim recesses of my brain, | know that I'm starting to curl in on myself, trying to make 


myself smaller so the room will feel bigger. 


"Come on, Kirk" James loops his hand under my elbow, urging me to my feet. He's gentle, but insistent. | guess 


l'm getting up. Before | can breathe, he's guiding me along the corridors of the hospital, up a service elevator. 


| nearly lose it then. It's so small, feels like its closing in on me.James murmurs soothingly to me, promising 


that it's all right. 


Then, we're on the next floor, and he's leading me through a door marked "Authorized Personnel Only" like he 


owns the place. Then again, knowing Lars..we may. 
Finally, he pauses at a door, nudging it open. A warm breeze blows through, lifting the hair off my neck. 
| take a deep breath, tasting the clean, vaguely salty air. With a gentle smile, James leads me outside. 


We're on a little rooftop garden, the plants in full bloom in the summer heat. Jason looks up from a magazine, 


his face creasing in a smile. "Kirk!" 
A moment later, Lars stirs to life from the bench he was napping on. "Wha-Kirk, how're you feeling?" 


| sit on a bench, nodding slightly. | do feel better out here, safer. | can breathe again, even in the stifling 
Alabama heat. 


| don't know how long | sit out there with them all, just soaking up the sun, enjoying the safety of them all 
being there with me. My thoughts drift away, like dandelion fluff on a breeze, and for the first time, | sleep 
without the demons there. 

"Kirk?" 


| snap back to myself at the worried note in Lars voice, looking up, startled. But not afraid, | note clinically. Lars 
isn't a threat, apparently. 


‘Sorry to disturb you, but there's a news helicopter heading this way. Time to head inside." 


| nod, following them inside with a last regretful look at the little garden. | have a feeling that it'll be the last 


time Im that comfortable for a while 

The next morning, | wake up to Jason's cheerful voice. 
"Ready to get the fuck out of here?" 

| nod slightly. 


"James and Lars'll be here in a few minutes, just stopped for coffee." Jason's moving around the room in short 


little bursts, gathering all of our stuff. 


The smile that touches my lips feels unfamiliar, but welcome. Jason's such a spazz, but you're not going to 
find a more solid friend. 


Eventually, Lars comes bopping in, carrying a small bag. "Thought you might want some decent clothes. James'l 


be along in a minute, and we can get you out of this pigsty.” 

| nod, picking up the bag and heading for the bathroom. 

Oh, | owe Lars. He packed my favorite jeans, a pair of faded black Levis that feel wonderful against my skin, 
and a loose black t-shirt. It makes the fading bruises stand out, but it feels so good to have on normal clothes 
that | don't care. 

Not a whole lot | can do with my hair, really. I'll just have to deal with the receding hairline for today. 

Lars asks me if I've gotten my statement together. | nod, reaching for it. 

"Who do you want to read it?" 

That makes me pause. Who do | want? I'd say James, but | have a feeling this might be too much for him. 
Lars'll read it like any other press release, and | don't really want that either. That leaves Jase. | point at the 
bouncing mass of energy. 

"Jason?" Lars blinks. "Okay. That okay with you, Jason?" 

Poor Newkid. He's eyeing the little paper like itll jump out and bite him. 

"If that's what you want, of course." 

| nod, smiling slightly as he takes the paper. 

"Doughnuts, get your hot doughnuts," James calls. 

Real food? With fat and sugar and..chocolate? 


James tosses a little wax paper bag at me with a smile. "Enjoy." 


Ohhh..they're still warm. If | had some- As though in answer to my thoughts, a mug of fragrantly scented tea 
appears by my elbow. 


| smile slightly at James. Thank you, | mouth. 
"Not a problem. Eat up." 


The combination of food, and clothes goes a long way towards making me feel nearly human again 


Finally, it's time to go face the press. "All you have to do is stand there. We'll take care of the rest.” 

| nod, apparently confidently, because they believe me. Honestly, the thought of going into a room of press 
people, the cameras, the clamoring voices, is nearly enough to make me want to curl back up in the corner. 
Instead, | go wash my sticky hands. 

That helps, the familiar ritual. Normally, | try not to linger, but today, | let myself. | think I'm going to need it. 
Without a word, they cluster around me, James in front, leading the way, and Jason and Lars flanking me as 
they lead me through the halls. As we near the elevator, another familiar face joins in the honor guard, and | 


sigh with relief as Gio murmurs a hello. 


The noise level when the elevator doors slide open is incredible. | hear James growl at someone who gets too 


close, then Gio moves in front of us to clear a path. 


The second before | step out, Lars turns, sitting something on my head, and | fight the urge to cry. For some 


reason, the familiar white cowboy hat makes me feel so much better. 
As | step out, head down, the flashbulbs go off like a strobe, making my head whirl and ache. 


| make it to the cafeteria, where they've set up this press conference. So far, I've been pretty shielded from 


the people, and the guys are showing no interest in moving. 


This is ridiculous. I'm a grown man, hiding behind my friends like a kitten hiding from the vacuum. Thing is, I'd 


much rather stay like that. 

Still, | tap James on the shoulder, and he glances back. 
| wiggle my fingers, telling him to shift over. 

Oh, God. So many people.. 


Goddammit, get a grip, Hammett. They're not going to hurt you. | force my chin up a litte, feeling the solid 


presence of James and Jason flanking me as Lars takes the microphone. 
"We'd like to thank you all for coming today, and for the majority of you respecting our privacy during this 
difficult time. | know a lot of you have questions for Kirk, but due to the damage to his vocal chords, he's not 


able to answer them." 


| self consciously touch the necklace of still-dark bruises ringing my throat, and feel the roughness of the 


small scar. 


"What we're going to do for now, is just again, send out our thanks to all of our friends and fans who have 


been so wonderful through all of this. Kirk did prepare a statement, which Jason's going to read you now." 

| nod at Jason, patting his arm gently as he heads for the podium. 

He pushes his glasses up and unfolds the little sheet of paper. 

"I just wanted to extend my sincere thanks to all of our wonderful fans, for their support and understanding 
during this time. We will be resuming the tour as soon as l'm medically cleared, which my doctors tell me will 
be in about another three to four weeks." 

James nods, smiling his approval. 

"I also wished to offer my deepest gratitude to the men and women of the Alabama State Patrol, the 


Emergency Medical Services, and the wonderful people here at the Mobile Trauma unit for all their care and 


concern. And to the members of the legit press, thank you for your inquiries, and request for interviews. As 


soon as | feel able, I'll be getting back to you, but until then, please continue to respect my privacy. Thank you: 


Jason nods, coming back to my side as flashbulbs go off again Then, Gio's hustling us through the crowd, back 
into the quiet of the hallway. 


There's an orderly there, waiting patiently with a wheelchair. | shake my head hard. No, aint doing it. 

"I know, sir, but it's hospital policy." 

| look at Lars who shrugs. "Sorry, Quirk" 

| sit down, managing to suppress the urge to flop down. My ribs are still a little too tender for that. Lars 
hands me a pair of sunglasses, and | slide them on, yet again grateful as all hell to have the little dictator on 
my side. 


There's a limo waiting for us, a nice black stretch. | can see the soft burgundy interior from here. The electric 


doors open with a muted whoosh, and the humid summer air slaps into me. 
It feels fucking good after two weeks of perfectly air conditioned disinfectant laden hospital air. 
Then, the cheers fill the air. 


| love our fans. There's about fifteen of them, with get well signs, cheering from behind the barricades. 
"They've been there just about every day," Lars tells me. 


"They'd waylay Jase or | whenever they saw us, asking how you were," James adds. 


The orderly looks startled when | hold up a hand, but he stops. Gio, as always, seems to know what | want, and 


moves to clear me a path. 
"Kirk, what are you-" James murmurs as | stand up. 


| ignore him, walking slowly over towards the barricades. | edge closer and closer, waiting for my skin to start 


crawling, but it never happens. Part of that could have to do with the Mighty Hetfield's presence at my back 
With Gio and James there, the fans are polite, subdued. | mouth ‘thank you' repeatedly, scribbling on various 
pieces of paper. | think it helped me more than they'll ever know. For a few minutes, it made me feel a little 


more normal. 


Then, I'm climbing gingerly into the limo, and we're on our way to the airport. Lars is doing his usual, talking at 
eighty miles an hour about business shit that none of us give a flying fuck about. 


Jason's doing his best impression of a corpse, head leaned back on the cushion, snoring. James is quiet, listening 
to Lars babble, and watching me out of the corner of his eye. 


Now that I'm away from the press, | can feel my heartrate slowing to normal again. The adrenaline is draining 


away, leaving me tired and sore and shaky. 

"You okay, Kirk?" James asks. 

| touch my side lightly, wincing. 

"Oh, ribs are hurting?" 

| nod slightly, and Lars produces a bottle of small white pills. "Here you go. They sent these home with you." 


| take it from him, glancing at the directions. Take two tablets every six hours as needed for pain. | can do 


that. | shake two into my palm, accepting the glass of water James pours me from the mini bar. 

After I've swallowed the pills, | pull out the small notebook *Now, someone wanna tell me what | just took?* 
James shrugs. "What'd they finally decide on, Lars?" 

"Vicodin" He smirks. "You're lucky this wasn't a few years back. You'd never have seen them." 

| manage a smile back, knowing that he's only half kidding. 


By the time we reach the private airfield, my ribs are pretty much painless, and l'm floating in a pleasant 
narcotic induced haze. | could get to like Vicodin. 


| slowly realize that James is calling my name, and | look at him. 


"Kirk, you need to get into the plane. Can you do that?" 


| nod, climbing out of the car slowly before nearly pitching forward onto the tarmac. Whoops. My legs don't 
wanna work with me. 


Lars steadies me, trying to touch as little of me as possible. | try again, nearly taking him down with me when 
| topple. 


| hear James curse as | sit on the ground, blinking owlishly at them. Then, he bends slowly, slipping his arms 


around me, lifting me off the ground. 


The Vicodin doesn’t dull the panic that slides through me, if anything makes it worse, because | can't struggle 


properly. My movements are slowed, ineffective. 
James gets the idea, though. He sits me down quickly and | pull back, curling into myself. 


‘lm sorry. | didn't think," he murmurs. When | look over, l'm surprised at the tears in his eyes. Fuck. | didn't 
mean to hurt him. 


| shake my head, trying to force my numbed mind to process. There's no way | can walk to the plane. If | want 
to get out of here, l'm going to have to let James pick me up. With a deep breath, | raise my arms, fighting 


the terror down. 


James' eyes widen, and he bends, helping me back to my feet. "Show me how this will be easiest on you," he 


murmurs. 
| try to think, but lim not coming up with any ideas. 

"How about piggy back?" Jason suggests. 

| nod. | think | can handle that. James shakes his head with a smile. "Christ, | hope there's no cameras around." 
| feel a smile tugging at my lips as he crouches a little in front of me. 

Lars and Jason have to help him stand up with me. Guess l'm not as light as | look 

Then, finally, we're on the plane, and Jason's buckling me in for the flight. 


| sleep most of the way, only waking up when Lars forces me to eat something. He swears it's vegetarian, 
though to be honest, with the packing still in my nose, it could be raw meat, and | wouldn't be able to taste it. 


Finally, we land in California. My ribs feel like they're on fire, but I'm walking off this fucking plane. A 


wonderfully salty cooler breeze greets me as | step into the doorway of the jet, telling me lim home. 


Home. Christ, that's never sounded better. My own house, my own furniture, my shit, my life. All | want to do 
is get home and heal and forget. 
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When we land, there's a fuckload of photographers along the fence, clamoring, flashbulbs popping, but | ignore 
them. | just want to go home. Jason lets me take his arm, steadying me as | head for the car. Between the 


pain and exhaustion, l'm none too steady on my feet. 


Finally, I'm settled in the limo and we're heading out. | close my eyes, trying to ignore the pain licking along my 


sides. It takes a while for the murmured discussion to sink in, but then James' voice catches my attention 
"take tonight, then Jase or you can spell me tomorrow-" He breaks off as | touch his sleeve, shaking my head. 
"Kirk, you just got out of the hospital," Lars protests. "We're not going to leave you alone!" 


| nod, pulling out the pad of paper. *I'll be fine. | just want to sleep. You can check on me tomorrow. Need time 


alone.* 

"Kirk-" James begins. 

*Please, James. I'll be okay.* 

He sighs heavily, and | realize that I've won. "I'll be by tomorrow at lunchtime, understand?" 
| nod slowly. | can handle that. 


| let them carry my bags in and make me tea before | shoo them out. Then, finally, | sigh, letting the blissful 
quiet sink into my body. 


Then, | slowly climb the stairs, heading for my bedroom, and it's soft, welcoming sheets. 

"God aint gonna help you, you little Jap fag." 

| squirm, fighting against invisible hands. Nightmare, this can't be real. Pain.God..pain.help me, someone... 
The bedside clock reads 12:46 am. when | bolt upright, shaking and fighting a silent scream. 


Fuck. Why did the nightmares follow me? I'm going to forget, dammit. Forget. Forget the hands, touching you, 


the violation, humiliation.. 


| stumble into the bathroom, making it a second before | empty my stomach into the toilet. 


l'm trembling, sweating with the memory. | stay like that for a while, crouched in the glare of the lights, head 
in my hands. 


Enough. Get up, Hammett, | order myself. Take a fucking shower, and pull it together. 


Shower..god that sounds tempting. | reach in, turning it on good and hot before | undress, never getting up, and 
crawl into the stall, letting it stream over me. 


If you just do it right, you'll be clean again 
No. | can't slide back.so why am | scrubbing myself so hard? Stop. Can't stop. Need this. 


Only when the water runs pink from where l've reopened the wound on my stomach do | finally force myself 


to stop. 


Its not bleeding that much. Just a little trickle. | press a towel against it, and it stops quickly. Better. It hurts 
like a motherfucker, though. 


| pop three of the more Vicodin before crawling back into my bed. | doze back off quickly, curling up and pulling 
the covers tight around me. 


Sometime later, I'm back awake, my throat burning as | try to scream. The narcotics still have their grip on 
me, and | feel myself sliding back into the nightmare, even as | fight it. 


"JAMES!" | scream, scrabbling at the scarred green felt of the pool table. 
"What?" His voice comes from behind me and | still, afraid to look back. The pain is worse this time, the tearing 
agony matched by the pain of his voice, defiling my soul as surely as he rapes my body. No, god. Nightmare. 


It's only a nightmare. 


| wake back up as my thrashing carries me off the bed onto the floor. The twin jolts of agony up my sides 
brings me fully awake, shivering on the carpet as | fight for breath. Just a nightmare. 


It can't hurt you, you're okay. 


Can't hurt? | look around the room, scanning the darkness. How is this not hurting? The quiet, the darkness, 


suddenly seem oppressive. 


| try to fight my way to my feet, but the fucking drug is still in my system, making me clumsy. Finally, | give 
up, crawling out into the hallway towards the widows walk at the front of my house. 


It would be much easier if it was accessible by a door, but instead there's a window about three feet off the 


ground. 


It might as well be thirty. | struggle, managing to pull the curtains down on me in the process, but finally, | pull 


myself to my feet, more or less. 


Fuck. The window's stuck, and I'm hyperventilating. Finally, it gives with a soft cracking noise that | don't want to 


know about, and opens. 
| don't stop to think about it, just lean my head out, feeling the cooler air on my face. 


A moment later, somehow, the rest of me follows, and | lie there, cursing the stabbing pain in my side. 


Probably could have done that better.. 


Then, as the terror loosens it's claws from me, my brain succumbs to the drug's numbing fog, and | slide 


down into a restless, demon filled sleep. 


| don't know how long I'm out, but it's still dark, and James is calling me. Or is this still the nightmare? | don't 
think | want to find out, so I'll just stay here. Where is here? 


Okay, I'm on my balcony-thingie. The widow's walk. It's nice, open. No walls making me feel trapped. 
"Kirk!" 


The drugs must be wearing off, must be later than | thought. | hurt. My side feels like someone is ruming 
razorblades down it. 


"KIRK!" 
James sounds upset. I'd like to think about that, but my brain just doesn't want to work right now. 
"Goddamnit, Kirk, where the fuck are you?" he snarls. 


| curl tighter into myself, shivering at the anger in his voice. 


"Oh, Jesus Christ," | hear him breathe. A moment later, the hall light shines through the window, oddly tinted 
in places. James’ head pokes out the window, looking around wildly. "Kirk," he breathes. "Don't move. I'll be right 
there." 


Move? Why would | want to move? | like it here, James. 


"| found him!" A moment later, he returns with a towel, and | hear the window slide open with a well oiled hiss. 


A moment later, he's at my side, looking down concernedly at me. 

"Kirk, look at me. 

| try to force my eyes to focus, but they're not obeying well. Maybe three Vicodin was a bad choice. 

‘Kirk, do you know where you are?" 

| nod, or | think | do. 

"Good. We need to get you inside. You broke the window, and you're bleeding" 

Huh? | opened the window. | look down, for the first time vaguely noting the sticky wetness coating my side 
Fuck, l'm naked As soon as the thought hits me, I'm scrambling back, trying to get away from James. 


"Kirk, listen to me. We need to get you cleaned up and see how badly you're hurt. If you don't let us help you, 


we're going to have to call an ambulance. Please, let me help you." 


| close my eyes, flinching back from him further. | try not to, but every time his fingers brush my skin, | 
shudder back. 


After a moment, he sighs. "Okay, | won't touch you." 


| hear the crunch of the glass as he climbs back inside. "He won't let me touch him," he says. "He's half out of 


it, and terrified" If any of this is a dream, let the catch in his voice be part of it. 

Let me try," Lars murmurs. 

| force my eyes back open as the glass crunches again, and the little dictator steps out. 
"Kirk, can you understand me?" 

Why is everyone asking dumb questions? | nod slowly. 


"Good. We need to get you inside." He waits for a moment before going on. "James is going to come out and get 


you in a moment, and you're going inside. The question is, do you want to be conscious or not?" 


Maybe | they weren't dumb questions after all. My brain must not be working right, because it sounded like 
Lars just threatened me. 


"I know you've been through hell, Kirk, but this is how it's gonna be. Now, can James come get you?" 


| nod slowly, and he smiles. "Good. It's just James, you know that. Jason and | are right here, no one's going to 


hurt you.” 


This time, James brings a blanket with him, wrapping me carefully in it, covering my nakedness. It helps. Before 
| know it, l'm back on my bed, and Lars is applying antiseptic to the cuts on my side. 


They burn like hell, but James assures me that they're not bad. 

This time, they don't go away. For the next three weeks, one of them is in my house at all times. 

And when they're not here, my mother is. | don't know which is worse. 

They watch me constantly, until | feel like a bug under glass, on display. Mom nags more, but at least | can put 
some stuff over on her. I've moved into the downstairs bedroom, ostensibly because the stairs make my ribs 
hurt. 

Really, I'm there because the window opens onto my pool deck | sleep out there almost every night. | just can't 
take being in an enclosed space. When | tried going in my studio, the stale smell of beer and cigar smoke hit me 


like a wave, and | nearly hyperventilated myself unconscious. 


The next day, | ask my cleaning woman to air it out, see what she can do about the smell while lm out of the 


house, hopefully getting the okay to tour again. My voice hasn't come back yet, and l'm starting to get worried. 


Not that | ever talked a whole lot, but this scribbling shit on paper got old right around the time | stopped 
taking the Vicodin 


l'm doing a little better with the touching thing. | still cringe now and then, but lim working on it. 


The doctor, a woman who supposedly specializes in.cases like mine, is anything but helpful. She's got a fucking 


attitude from the moment | walk in the door, | swear. 


Her bedside manner is about as welcoming as a fucking porcupine, repeatedly talking to me like I'm a two year 


old, and telling me in an annoyed voice to hold still while she examines me. 
Lady, if | shoved my finger up your ass, you'd fucking jump, too. That's it. Ive fucking had it 

"What do you think you're doing, Mr. Hammett? We're not done with the examination yet" 

Wanna fucking bet? We are so done. | yark on my clothes, feeling nearly as violated as | did when it happened 
James looks up as | storm past, the doctor following me. "Kirk? Kirk! 


| ignore him, continuing past him into the elevator and letting the doors slide shut in his face. The moment it 


starts to move, l'm sorry | did it. 


| still don't like being enclosed, and when another guy gets in at the sixth floor, | nearly lose it, sweating and 
trembling. 


Finally, we reach the ground floor, and | hurry out, climbing in the Beast and locking the door. 


A moment later, James taps on the window. He must have run the steps pretty fucking fast, considering how 
out of breath he is. After a moment, | open the window a bit. 


"Kirk, you need to come back inside and let the doctor finish examining you." 
| shake my head firmly. Not happening. 


He growls, then takes a deep breath. "Kirk, you have to let her check you out before we can start 


rescheduling the tour dates. Please come back inside." 

| shake my head again ls that all you care about, James? The fucking tour? 

"Dammit..Kirk.what the fuck is your problem?" 

| pull out the notebook. *! don't like her.* 

"You don't have to like her, just let her fucking look at you!" James is pissed, and l'm cringing back from him. 


His eyes darken and his head falls forward. "I'm sorry. But, Kirk, we have to get this done. Why don't you like 


her?" His voice is soft, gentled. 

| sigh. I've hurt him again. That seems to be all | can do these days. He's been such a good friend, taking care 
of me, not pushing me.l'm not taking for granted how good | have it. I'm hurt and afraid, and my world stops 
for it. I've read the horror stories from women online. 

There was one, she'd been date raped by a guy she worked with. Her boss still demanded that she come to 
work, only gave her one day off. I've had over a month, and l'm still not any closer to feeling anywhere close 
to good. 

| look back up at James, seeing the pain in his eyes and sigh, climbing back out of the Beast. | can do this. 
"Decided to rejoin us?" she says sweetly, voice dripping with sarcasm. 


| lower my eyes, nodding. 


"Come on, then. | do have other patients." 


James turns to leave, and | grab his wrist, begging him with my eyes to stay. Please, please understand me.. 
He seems to, nodding and taking a seat across from her desk. 

"We just have to finish the exam, Mr. Hammett?" She all but taps her foot as | unfasten my pants. 

| look helplessly over at James, but he's studying the drapes. 

"Now, if you could lean over the table?" 

| shake my head. | can't do it. | just can't. 

"I thought you were going to cooperate," she says. "I have to check you." 


| know you have to fucking check me, but | can't! cast another look at James, noticing that he's studiously 
looking away, trying to give me privacy. 


Quit being a pussy, Hammett. Just fucking do it. | bite my lip, gingerly bending forward. 
"Rest your stomach on the table, Mr. Hammett" 


God. can taste blood in my mouth, from where I've bitten my lip. | close my eyes, trying to force back the 


terror, the horror. 


Then, | feel the sudden pressure of her finger. | can't keep myself from tensing, trying to move away. Her 
other hand curls around my hip, trying to hold me still, and | lose it, twisting and whimpering. 


"Mr. Hammett" 
Her annoyed voice is cut off by a low grow. “Jesus fucking Christ, what is your problem, woman?" 


"James." Dimly | realize that my voice is back, hoarse and pitiful, but audible. | wish | cared. All | can do is 


shake, though. 
"Pardon me?" 


"No wonder he didn't want you to fucking touch him! You've got all the maternal instincts of a goddamn 
rattlesnake. Did you even read the reports they faxed you? Did you?" 


"| assure you, | looked over the diagnosis-" 


"Did you happen to read that he was forced over a table and raped? Or didn't that matter to you? He was 


raped, just as surely as one of your female patients!" James is working himself up into a full fledged roar, and 


| feel a moment of pity for the woman 

Only a moment, though. 

|" 

"You what? You think because he has balls he's any less traumatized? Fuck this, we're out of here." 
| manage not to flinch from him as he kneels next to me, offering him a little watery smile. 

"You all right?" he asks gently. 

| nod, pulling at my pants with shaking hands. "Thank you." 

‘I'm sorry," he murmurs. "| didn't realize. We'll find someone else." 


| nod, letting him help me to my feet. We pass some wide eyed staff as we leave, obviously impressed by the 
vocal range of the Mighty one. 


| hold together until we get a couple of miles away from the medical center, but then I'm shaking so hard | 


can't see. 
James looks over, and pulls the car over without a word. "Kirk, baby, it's okay. Sssh. You're okay." 


Its not what | want to say but it comes out. "B-baby?" My teeth are chattering like I'm freezing, but l'm not. 


I'm warm and fine and acting like an idiot. 


James doesn't seem to think so, though. He finally reaches up a trembling hand to stroke my hair gently. When 
| don't jump, he keeps it up, petting me and whispering softly to me. 


After many long minutes, | pull myself together. "Sorry." 


"Kirk, its okay." He pulls back onto the road, obviously thinking about something. "If it's okay with you, lm going 
to have Lars call the doctor from the hospital. You seemed to like her, and she took good care of you." 


"Dr. Selenka" | nod slightly. "She was rice." 
"IIl put Lars on it right away." 


Which explains why, a week later, I'm back in the same fucking medical center. | don't know who Lars had to kill, 


but yet again, | owe him. 


Dr. Selenka seems genuinely happy to see me again, asking me questions about how I'm doing, putting me at 
ease. James and Jason had an interview with MTV, so this time, I've got the little dictator himself at my side. 


This time, the exam is painless. | don't even flinch, as she explains what she's doing, and what she's looking for 


and finding. Actually, she's the one who jumps, when she proclaims me fit to tour. 


Lars lets out a howl of joy that nearly sends her through the ceiling. | smile, shrugging in that "Friends, 
whatcha gonna do with them" way. 


After the exam, she asks if she can speak to me privately. Lars nods and bounces out, pulling out his cell 
phone as he goes. | spare a moment to wonder if he's calling James or the record company first, then | turn 
my attention back to the doctor. 

"Now, | know how your body is recovering. How about you? How are you doing?" 

| shift uncomfortably. "Good days and bad days, | guess." 

She nods, as though she expected nothing less. "Still having nightmares?" 

| nod. "Now and then" If by now and then you mean every goddamned night, that is. 

"Have you talked to anyone?" 


| shake my head. "I'm fine. I've already done all the shrink stuff once. | think | can deal." 


Her eyes seem to see right through me, and she shakes her head. "I'm going to recommend again that you see 


a counselor. | know you're dealing with it as best you can, but eventually, that will hit it's limit" 

"What are you trying to say?" 

She sighs softly. "You're a young, healthy, attractive man, Mr. Hammett. I've seen it happen too often where 
rape victims refuse help. They deal, as you put it for as long as they can, but eventually the guilt and fear 
become too much." 

"| don't have guilt" 


She smiles sadly. "Then you're a lucky man, Mr. Hammett.” 


| thank her and walk out stiffly. What the hell does everyone want from me? I'm fucking dealing, okay? Jesus 
Christ. 


Lars bounces along next to me, giving me the sudden urge to whack him. "So, how long will it take you to get 


ready?" 


| sigh. "| haven't touched a guitar in a month and a half, Lars. Let me do that, first, then I'll let you know." 
He nods. "We could get together tonight for a little jamming," he suggests. 
"Lars. Valium. Let me try it tonight, and we'll set something up for tomorrow, okay?" 


Finally. Time to get back down to business. 
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| manage to convince Lars that | want to try it solo, and he drops me back at my house, thank God. | really do 
love all three of them, but this togetherness is getting a little stifling. 


| just need to relax for a couple of hours before James gets here. 
| know James. He'll manage to wait until dinner time, then he'll stop by with some sort of flimsy excuse. 
It's just what he does. 


| slowly walk downstairs, towards the studio room. My housekeeper said that she thinks she got the majority 
of the smell out. | told her to try again. 


When | open the door, the scent of lemon assails me, strong enough to make my eyes water. It's better than 


the alternative, though. 


| leave the door open behind me and walk over to my guitar stand. Boris Karloffs face leers back at me as | 


pick up the one constant in my world. 


Immediately, | feel myself relaxing in a way that | haven't felt in over a month. | lower myself onto the chair, 


flipping on the amp and quickly tuning it up. 


As | work, the sense of normalcy increases. This has always been the one place that no one can touch me. In 


the studio, it's different, but here, or on the road..this is my universe. 


| scoop up a pick, absently strumming, feeling the strings come to life under my fingertips. The melody winds 


around me, and | rock forward in time, starting with something easy. 


Then, as | loosen up, my fingers start to fly over the wire, letting my eyes drift closed, letting my mind 


wander. l'm playing Sandman, now. Its an older song, and | don't even have to focus. Just let the guitar sing. 


I's a wildly appropriate song for me right now. | don't realize how much until | get to the end of the solo, 


hearing James’ growl in my mind. 


"Hush little baby don't say a word, and never mind that noise you heard. It's just the beasts under your bed, 


in your closet in your head." 


That's about right. I'm sick of hearing from the beasts in my head, thank you. It's time to get back on tour. 


l'm picking out the notes for the "Nothing Else Matters,” intro when James shows up, bag of food in hand. Am 
| good, or what? 


| glance up as the spicy scent wafts into the room, smiling at him. For just a moment, everything seems 
perfect again. He's grinning at me, that sweet dorky smile that changes his face from the Mighty Hetfield into 


something sweet, approachable. 


God, he's beautiful. Not in a conventional way for sure, but in his own, unique way, he's handsome. He leans 


against the doorway, arms folded. "You missed a note." 
Jerk. | smile wryly. "Piss off, Het. I'm out of practice. Besides, you can't play it when you're in practice." 


That just makes him smile wider as he pushes off from the doorframe, walking slowly towards me. "You're so 
beautiful, Kwirk," he whispers softly. "I've missed seeing you smile like that." 


| fight the urge to flinch back as he draws near. Goddammit, I'm done with this. | will not be afraid. 
"Do you think you can handle it if | kiss you?" he asks gently. 


| owe him that much, at least. The last few months, James has been so caring. | didn't know he had that much 
gentle in him. | nod slowly, tilting my face up and closing my eyes. 


"Not like that, Kirk," he murmurs. | hear the squeak of the chair next to me, and look over. "You kiss me. That 


way it's up To you how much you can handle." 


| nod, coming to my feet, guitar clutched tightly against me. He closes his eyes, hands dangling at his sides. | 
can do this. 


| lean down slowly, breathing in his scent. There's a clean, wild smell to him. Like a storm wind, musky and dark, 


altogether male. 


He shivers as my lips finally touch skin, brushing over his scarred cheek, nuzzling him lightly. | let myself drift 
lower, sliding along his jawline up to the soft lips. 


Fuck, I'd forgotten how utterly electric this is. | kiss him, first just lips, but then, | part my lips, letting my 


tongue brush over his lower lip gently. 
| whimper at the jolt of pleasure that slides through my body, leaning into him a little. 


With a soft growl of pleasure, he slides forward in his seat. | jump, jerking back as | feel his hard on brush 


against my knee. 
"Fuck," he wheezes. "You okay?" 


| nod tightly. No, I'm not fucking okay. My body went from hard as a fucking rock to panic attack in under a 
second. | hate this. | fucking hate this. 


"IFs okay, Kirk" He stands up slowly, smiling down at me. "It's okay," he soothes. "I can wait until you're ready." 


| nod, forcing myself to breathe normally. | don't say what I'm thinking. What if I'm never ready, James? Will 
you still be waiting? 


He smiles a little. "I'm going to go get washed up, then | brought dinner for us." 

| nod, swallowing hard. "I can smell. Thai, right?" 

"Yeah. | was over at the guitar shop, picking up a couple new sets of strings, and it just smelled so damn good 
when | came out that | couldn't resist." He slides past me, careful not to touch. A moment later, | hear his 
footfalls on the stairs. 

Fuck. Fuck, fuck, FUCK! What the fuck is wrong with me? Am | this fucking weak? 

When | get upstairs, there's a message on my machine from Lars. "If you see James before | talk to him, have 
him call me? | just got a call from our record company, they want us to do a song for another soundtrack. 
Call me." 

| hear James coming down the stairs. "What's the little fucker want now?" 


| shrug, dialing Lars quickly. "Its me, what's up?" 


"They want us to bang out something for the Spiderman movie. Its supposed to come out this Christmas, and 


they want a name on the soundtrack." 

James sighs. "When do they need it?" 

"They'd like us to record it before we start touring again 
"Nothing like giving us some notice," he growls. 

"You can do it," | say suddenly. 


His eyebrow lifts, looking at me oddly. "You seem awfully excited about this," he observes. 


"Do you know who's directing it?" | ask. 
"Not a clue. Who?" 
"Sam Rami." 


The look on his face tells me that he has no idea who Sam Rami is. "Come on, James. Darkman? Army of 


Darkness? Evil Dead, for Christ sakes!" 

"You know | don't know all that horror shit," he mumbles. "Darkman was okay, though." 
"Okay, how about Hercules and Xena? Know them?" 

He nods. "That | know." He smiles. "You like his work, then?" 

"Fuck yeah! Evil Dead and Army of Darkness are two of my favorites." 

He nods slightly. "Tell them we'll do it, Lars." 

"Thank God for Kirk and his horror obsession," Lars breathes. "Have any songs in mind?" 
"I think | can get something pretty fast" 


While he and Lars talk, | toss the food into the microwave. Dinner is pretty quiet, though | can nearly hear the 


wheels turning in James’ mind. 

"Do you have either of those movies?" he asks suddenly. 

"What, Evil Dead?" | ask. 

"Yeah." 

"Of course | do.” 

"Can we watch them? | want to get a feel before | start writing." 
| smile slightly. This should be fun 


Much to his own shock, James loves Army of Darkness. "I don't remember horror movies as being that 


funny," he laughs. 


| smirk. "Most aren't. That's why | love these so much." 


"So what have you bought from those?" he asks. 


James knows me a little too well. "Just a couple of things." He chuckles as | blush. "And you have how many 


bikes?" 
“That's different," he grumbles. 


When he leaves at two, | can't help but smile. | feel good again, almost normal. Tomorrow, we'll get Jase and 


Lars over, and I'll feel even better. | can finally start forgetting. 


But, to do that, | have to get over this ridiculous shit. First thing, time to get my ass back into my own bed 


before | have a permanent crick in my back from the chaise lounge. 
The sheets feel good, silky and decadent against my body as | crawl in. Oh, this is nice. Missed this. 
I'm asleep before | know it, the darkness swallowing me whole. 


The nightmare slips up on me, sliding in from a pleasant dream, a beautiful forest, James’ hair bleached nearly 


white in the filtered sunlight. Then, as we walk, the darkness falls around me, dim light, smoky bar. 
Then, pain Laughter, mocking me. James’ laughter. 


| think | liked it better before | could scream. There's something horrible about waking to your own voice, 


screaming in terror and pain. 
| ghost down the stairs. Maybe if | exhaust myself, I'll sleep. Maybe. 


The pool feels good, cool water enfolding me, protecting me. It's clear, pure. | try to keep the chemicals to a 


minimum. Since l'm the only one who uses it, it's not difficult. 
Well, between that, and having it drained and refilled every few weeks, it's barely chlorinated. 


| start swimming laps, enjoying the feeling of my limbs cutting through the water. | don't stop until I'm gasping 
for air, body trembling. 


| crawl up the ladder, barely able to pull myself out of the water. The lounge chair looks like its miles away, 
and | pull myself slowly towards it, feeling the rough concrete bite into my palms. 


Finally, l'm at the chair. | crawl into it, nearly pitching onto my face as my grip slips. Red smears onto the 


metal where | grabbed, and | glance down, realizing that I'm bleeding. 


As | look at the little scrapes the pain finally penetrates my numbed mind, as though it was just waiting for 
me to notice. | close my eyes, lightly rubbing them together, sucking in a hard breath as the pain sharpens. 


It feels..right somehow, that pain. Familiar. Like a hundred times before, when I'd scrub until the skin was raw 
and bleeding. | close my eyes, letting the pain wash through me, letting the familiarity soothe me as oblivion 


calls. 

"Kirk! Jesus fucking Christ, what the hell did you do?" 

| slit an eye open to regard Jason, who looks torn between anger and fear. "Hmmm? 
The sound of my voice seems to calm him a little. "Where are you hurt?" 

Hurt? What is he talking about? | look down and nearly smile. Oh 


| must have moved around a bit in my sleep. There's blood crusted on my chest, my thigh. My arms are 


caked with it. | must have scraped myself up better than I'd thought. 
‘| was swimming and | tripped coming out of the pool," | lie. "I didn't realize | was that badly gouged up." 
He shakes his head slightly. "Come on, Kirk, let's get you cleaned up." 


He bends over, offering me his hand, and I'm suddenly fighting the urge to cringe back again. Oh, for Christ's 
sake! Its JASON! The only thing Jase is capable of hurting is himself. 


We all have the self destructive tendencies, but Lars, James, and | have some sociopathic ones as well. 


Sometimes | think Jason's too gentle to be in Metallica. 
In over a year of hazing, the dumb prick never hit back, never gave us the bitchslap we so richly deserved. 


He could have fucked us up all to hell, too. One word to the press about what really went on in the Metallica 


tour bus, and we'd have been gone. 


Mind you, he'd have gone down with us, but still. Jase is a good guy. He put up with all the stuff we did, plus 
basically being the band's blow up doll behind the scenes. 


We never said that we were nice guys. 


| let him help me to my feet now, feeling his hand warm and reassuring at the small of my back. He doesn't 
curl his hand around, thankfully, just lets me lean against him to steady me. 


He takes me into the outdoor shower, built into my garden, so it looks like a little waterfall, until you turn on 


the hot water. Lars took one look at it, and badgered the name of my architect of me. 


Jason nudges me under the warm spray, handing me a soft sponge and soap. | fumble it with stiff fingers, and 


only Jase's quick hands keep it from slipping down the drain, 
"Careful." He takes it from me, soaping up the sponge. "Give me your hands." 


Okay, | can do that. | close my eyes wincing as he begins to wash the cuts, trying to pretend that l'm in a nice 
safe place instead of standing in briefs in my shower. 


By the time he finishes, I'm shaking with the effort of not bolting. | trust Jason, truly | do. My body..that's a 


different story. Its not trusting anyone right now. Not Jason, not Lars, not James. 


It doesn't matter that Lars and | used to get high and fuck like rabbits every chance we got, or that | know 
every inch of Jason's body. It doesn't even matter that I'd step in front of a bus if James asked me to. 


"Done," Jason murmurs. 

The sponge is pressed gently into my hand, and | open my eyes to see Jason move away. 

"Clean up the rest of the way, and I'll go grab you some clothes." He turns, an unreadable look in his eyes. 
"Jase?" | wait until he turns to look at me, and force a slight smile. "Thank you." 

"Thank you for letting me." 

| turn quickly back under the shower, hoping that he didn't see the well of tears in my eyes. 


A shower and a liberal application of Neosporin softens the scrape up. | won't be setting the world on fire with 
my playing, but I'll live. 
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By the time l'm ready to face the world, Jason's made breakfast for me, and the fax machine is spitting out 
paper. 


| pause next to it, glancing down. James must have been working all night, cause there's five pages of music, 


lyrics, notes. My personal favorite is the cover sheet, in James’ distinctive scrawl. 
*Kirk, here's what I've got so far. Make the guitar part not sound like shit. Jaymz* 


Yup. That sounds about right. Jason pulls up a stool next to me, so he can read the sheets. "Damn, James was 


a busy boy." 

| nod, taking a long sip of tea. "I made him watch some of Sam Rami's movies." 

He snorts softly. "Army of Darkness pretty much explains this mess.’ 

| glance over, returning the sweet smile on Jason's face. He really is a good guy. "Hey, it's a classic." 
"Classic what? That's the question’ 

"Still holding a grudge for dragging you to the Rocky Horror, are you?" 


"Of course not. The grudge is for making me dress like Rocky. In January." He considers it for a moment. "And 


putting me on a leash." 
"Well, James wouldn't go. Otherwise, you could have been Brad," | say, straight faced. 
"And then, Lars would've made such a cute Janet..." 


That kills all hopes of keeping my poker face. The thought of Lars in the dowdy skirt and sweater is too much. 
| giggle softly. 


"I'd say we should have made James do Brad, though.” 


The giggle becomes a full-scale laugh as | try to imagine the Mighty Het as a pocket-protector wearing geek. 


When | finally quiet down, Jason's smiling at me, looking entirely too pleased with himself. | start to open my 
mouth, but the shrilling of my phone interrupts my train of thoughts. 


"Hello?" 
"Are you feeling up to a public appearance yet? The LA Rape Crisis Hotline would like you to be the guest of 
honor in two weeks at their annual Survivors luncheon, plus, if you're ready, we'll start up the concert tour 


again in LA that night." 


| ignore the twin urges to snap to attention and salute, or to hang up on the dictator. You know, | don't think 
he breathed during that whole paragraph. "Nice to talk to you, too, Lars. How are you this morning?" 


He gives an exaggerated sigh. "I'm fine, Kirk. And how are you?" he says, in this utterly obnoxious perky voice. 


"Just peachy. And don't we have to get the song done for the Spiderman soundtrack first?" Hopefully, my voice 
doesn't betray how much the thought of rejoining the land of the living terrifies me. 


"Ja, but James already has the song written, except your stuff. He said that he sent it to you." 
"Yeah, | got it this morning. But it still needs some work" 
"Come on, Kirk. You write guitar riffs in your sleep, | know that." 


| simultaneously realize two things. One, Lars knows me too damn well, and two, | do know exactly what | want 


to do with the riffs on that song 

"| should be ready by then," | sigh. "And Ill get to work on the song today,” 
"And the luncheon?" 

| sigh quietly. "Why do they want me?" 


"Because, you're a star, you were raped, and since you're still the media darling, if you agree to appear, they'll 


probably make enough to keep their crisis hotline running for the next three years, easy." 
‘| really don't-" 


"Kirk, you're going to have to face the world eventually. Why not do it in a sympathetic environment, and do 


something for others at the same time?" 
The little shit was Jewish in a previous life, | swear. He's too damn good at guilt. 


"Fine. I'll do it" 


"Wonderful," | can nearly hear him rubbing his hands together. "While we're in LA, feel like talking to Barbara 


Walters? She's driving us all crazy." 
"No. Absolutely not" 


"Okay, cool. Just thought I'd ask" The tone of his voice tells me that this subject is far from dropped, and for 


a moment, | debate on whether | should just give in now. Nah. 

A few minutes later, | hang up, and go back to the pile of paper on the table. Jase is shaking his head. 
"What?" 

"Bass line needs to be pumped up." 

"Jase, you always say that." 

‘Its usually true, too." 

"Talk to Het. l'm just the messenger." 

"Come on, Kirk. Let me play." Jason tilts his head, blinking his eyes outrageously. 


The giggle bubbles up again. Jason makes me laugh. | have to give him that. And of the three, he's probably 
the least threatening. 


That would probably bruise his ego, in some weird, indefinable way. Jase wants to be the kick-ass metal god so 
bad, and he is. He's a fucking awesome bassist. But, he came to the band worshipping James. 


And, much as | love Jase, he's never gonna be James. As | said, he's a nice guy. 


James can be a nice guy. He can also be an utter bastard, though those times come less and less often. Back 


around the Black albumn.dannn 

Alcoholica, yay. 

"Please?" Jason's deliberately whiny voice snaps me back to the present: 

"Jase." 

"Come on, Quirk You know we can make this thing kick And we'll probably get to do another cool video for it! 


"| nearly got beheaded by a biplane last video! SO not a good argument, Jason" | roll my eyes. 


"Yeah, but you looked good doing it" 
"And you looked so grown up in your big-boy suit," | chirp. 


Jason blushes. Its a sore spot with him that even though there's only a couple years age difference, he still 


looks like a frat boy. "Pleeeeeeease?" 
| shake my head, laughing hard. "Okay, okay! Just don't whine!" 


He follows me down to the studio, chattering a mile a minute about what he wants to do with the bass on the 


song. As usual, his enthusiasm is contagious. 

We work the rest of the morning, hammering out the sounds. Jason's like an overgrown puppy in the studio, 
bouncing around, beating the hell out of his bass. Every so often, he'll get a little too close, and | start to 
tense up, but for the most part, he seems to be able to tell, and backs off quickly. 


As lunchtime approaches, I'm beginning to think that this might just work. "I don't like that last riff," | 


announce, erasing the notation on the page. 
Jason comes over, squinting at the paper. "What're you gonna put instead?" 
| consider it, hearing the song in my mind. "This." | scribble a new pair of chords. 


Jase bends, brushing against my back, and a surge of panic slams through me, sending me headlong off the 
chair. | lunge forward with a little yelp, scrabbling to get away. 


l'm nearly under the table before the panic subsides, and | slump, breathing hard. 
"Kirk?" 

Oh, shit. | glance back, finding Jason looking pale and upset. "I'm okay. Just startled me." 
‘I'm sorry, | didn't think” 

"Not your fault that l'm a spazz, Jase," | mutter bitterly. 

"Kirk-" 

"Look, I'm gonna go start lunch. You staying?" 


"Nah, I've got some shit to get done before we jam tonight. I'll see you around seven, though." Jason gently sat 
his bass on it's stand. 


"Sounds good. If you wanna get here earlier, I'll probably throw dinner on the table around six. Just let me 


know." | offer him a slight smile, hoping that he can't see how relieved | am that he's going. 


As soon as he heads out, | head up to take another shower, luxuriating in the hot water and steam. | know | 


won't have that long before either James or Lars shows up, but I'm going to enjoy whatever quiet time | have. 
Finally, | climb out, wrapping an oversized plush towel around me and lying across the bed. The air feels cool, 
clean on my skin and | let the towel fall open, letting it brush over my body. My eyes drift shut, relaxing a 
little, falling into a half-doze. 

The soft ping of my security system brings me off the bed in a rush, grabbing clothes. 


"Kirk?" James calls. "Where're you at?" 


lm getting dressed," | yell. A glance at my clock tells me that he waited longer than I'd expected. I've only got 


two hours before everyone's due here. 


James glances up as | start down the stairs. His hair is a mess, wind-tousled and wild, and his cheeks have a 


slightly sunburnt pinkness to them. "And what were you up to, today?" 
"| went out sailing for a little while," he shrugs. "It was a good day for it" 


| nod, eyes sweeping over him. He looks impossibly..well, cute. His eyes are still alight with the enjoyment of 


getting to play outside, his smile somehow innocent. 


An impulse seizes me, and | go with it, two quick steps bringing me to his side, leaning up to press my lips to 


his mouth lightly. 


He freezes for a moment, then his arms slide around me tentatively. When the familiar bubble of panic doesn't 


erupt, | kiss him a little harder, moving my lips to nuzzle his jaw, to breathe in the scent of him. 


He turns his head to follow my movements. "God, I've waited for you to touch me like this again-" He breaks 


off, eyes wide, as | try to pull back. "Kirk?" 
He hasn't let go of me yet, and even as | fight it, | feel the terror blossoming, 


"Kirk, baby?" he murmurs, and again | smell the scent of cigars and beer on his breath, spurring the terror 


even higher. 


| start to struggle hard, whimpering, and he finally gets the hint, opening his arms as | jerk back, stumbling and 


falling onto my ass. 


He looms over me as | squirm, crab-walking backwards, shaking my head. "Kirk, it's okay, it's me. I'm not going 


to hurt you," he soothes. 


| can hear the sounds sliding out of my mouth, low, wounded sounds. They aren't sounds that should come 


from a human throat. 
"Kirk, please-" 


| shake my head harder as he comes close. | can't speak. If | open my mouth right now, the only thing that'll 


come out is screaming. 
He takes the hint, stopping a few feet away and crouching down. "Kirk, tell me what's wrong." 


There's a command in his voice, but | can't obey it. | can barely breathe. Even that far away, the scent is 


wrapping around me, choking me. 
He kneels down, not moving towards me. "Kirk, talk to me. Tell me what | did." 


"l." How do you tell your friend that he smells? | clamp my lips together as a hysterical giggle threatens, and 
scramble further backwards. 


Ah. Finally, can breathe. 

Eyes the color of an autumn sky watch me, concerned as | try to pull myself together. 
"Kirk?" 

"Could you go shower?" | finally blurt. "I can smell the beer and smoke." 

The look in his eyes makes me wish I'd slapped him instead. "Fuck, | didn't even think-" 
"James. Please, don't. It's not your fault. Just go shower and change, and I'll be fine." 

He leaves quickly, obviously afraid of upsetting me more. 


By the time he's back, I've got dinner ready, at least my part of it. They know damned well that if they want 


meat, they can bring it themselves. 


Lars gets there first, bouncing in with his normal energy, a large loaf of crusty French bread in his hands. 
"How's the song coming?" he asks by way of greeting. 


"Is coming along, Uli. After dinner, you can take a listen to what Jase and | came up with." 


"Which is fucking awesome, if | do say so myself," Jason said, coming in with a couple of bags of ready made 
salad. 


James is last to arrive, freshly scrubbed and changed. He's got some kind of dessert. | walk over, pressing a 


gentle kiss to his lips. "I'm sorry," | whisper. 
‘Its okay, Quirk" He presses a kiss to my forehead. "We're going to get through all this." 


Dinners pretty good, not one complaint about the meatless casserole | threw together. Then again, | threw 


enough cheese into it to clog an elephants arteries. 


Finally, we finish up, leaving the strawberry pie for later. "Now, can we get down to playing some music?" Lars 


asks. 
"Yeah, come on," | grin, heading down to the studio. 


With all of them there, the studio doesn't feel claustrophobic, oddly enough. Even with James sitting in my 


personal space, l'm comfortable. My body knows where home is. 

‘Okay, Kirk," James murmurs. "Lets hear it" 

| nod, and Jase and | launch into the new song, displaying the pumped up bass and screaming riffs. 
James just stares for a moment. "Play that again." 


| do, letting my fingers fly over the strings. He reaches back, turning the amp down a touch before coming in 


on it with his own guitar. 
A few bars later, Lars picks up the rhythm, pounding out the relentless beat. 
We're all grinning like idiots as we play. Its been a while since we did this. "I Disappear," to be exact. 


This one'll make that look like it should be on Barry Manilow's next album. | don't think we've done anything this 
edgy in a while. 


Nice to know that all the stress is good for something. 


We finish up for the night, and head back upstairs for dessert. James picked up a strawberry pie, which gets 


him another kiss. 


Over pie, Lars tells us what the next two weeks are gonna include. We're practicing for the next three days, 
then it's down to LA for the recording. While we're there, | have the luncheon, and then we have a few 


interviews as a band. 


He nudges me on the Barbara Walters thing again. "Not unless it's a band interview. I'm not doing it solo.” 
Lars shakes his head, but promises to see what he can do. 


Before | know it, the plane is touching down in LA. | can see the swarm of reporters from the air. This is 


gonna suck. 
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As we land, | glance in the mirror. I've started wearing a touch of eyeliner again It just makes me feel better, 


stronger somehow. | don't know why. 
"Ready?" James asks me. 
"| guess so." 


He squeezes my hand briefly, letting me know that he's there as | step into the open doorway, squinting into 
the sun. 


The flashes are nearly overwhelming, but | lift my chin, forcing a slight smile. | can feel James and Jason at 


my back, and Lars is right by my side. l'm safe. 
| wave as | duck into the limo, then slump back against the seat, heart pounding like a drum solo gone awry. 


Its the same scene at the hotel, popping flashbulbs, the clamor of voices, shouting questions at us. | never 


wanted this. Never wanted to be the center of attention on this scale. 
We've got the penthouse suite, a four bedroom apartment that's very nearly bigger than Lars ego. We've 
stayed here before, and everything is just the way we like it, right down to the linens, which are definitely not 


standard issue. 


| flop back onto the pillow with a sigh, nuzzling my cheek against the wine colored satin. It makes the years of 


sleeping two to a bed in some fleabag motel seem like so long ago. 


Normally, I'd dump my stuff and head back out, go check out one of the guitar shops, look for finds until | 


have to be at the luncheon. Instead, I'm stuck here, like a bird in a nicely gilded cage. 
It's still a fucking prison, though. 


| can almost feel the bars closing in, too. The weird claustrophobia that I've developed is kicking up, prompting 


me to head out onto the balcony. 


The air is thick, humid and smoggy, but | can still breathe better. | am so severely fucked up. 


| lean over the railing a little, looking down at the people, like insects below. A noise breaks my thoughts, and | 
look up, right into the lens of a camera. 


Motherfucker! There's a fucking helicopter hovering outside my hotel room! With a low, inarticulate snarl, | 


storm inside. "LARS!" 
"What?" 
"There is a goddamned helicopter outside my room," | growl. 


"I know. | heard it. The cops are sending a chopper." He shrugs tiredly. "| can't do anything about it, Kirk. You're 


news right now. Everyone wants to know your side of the story.’ 
"Fine. Get Barbara on the fucking phone. Tell her if she can be here tonight, I'll give her the fucking interview." 


The look in his eyes gives me pause. It's triumphant. It makes me wonder just how far Lars'll go for publicity. 


He's my friend, and | love him, but sometimes, | think he'd sell all of our souls in a heartbeat for a headline. 
Then again, considering how much money he's made us with that philosophy, | can't bitch. 


| shake my head and head back to my room, flipping on the television to distract me. A chipper blonde woman 


is sitting behind a desk, eyes wide, talking earnestly about Marilyn Monroe's last days. 

This'll do. Always did like Marilyn, whether she offed herself, or the Kennedy's helped it along. 

The show doesn't really have anything new to add, mostly just rehashing the conspiracy theories. Then, as 
they cut to commercial, a male voice intones, "Next, on Hard Copy, exclusive footage from the shootout in 
Alabamal" 

The picture shifts to show a little dingy bar that | know far too well, the sound of gunfire in the air. 


| want to change the channel, but | don't. Some small, dark part of me wants to see. 


They come back, and the blonde is chattering again, her voice pitched a little lower, to indicate how serious the 


next report is. They warn about the graphic nature of this footage. 


Then, they're back at the scene of the shoot out. The police are calling for them to surrender. The reply is 
bleeped, but you get enough of it to understand. 


The hail of bullets tells that story pretty well. The police return fire, and even over the roar of bullets, | can 


hear a familiar yell. 


James is not amused. | hadn't even known he was there. The camera focuses on him, with Jason and Lars in 


tow, screaming that I'm inside, they shouldn't be shooting. The police commander replies that I'm probably 


already dead. 
Gee, thanks for the vote of confidence. 


The look in James’ eyes is somewhere between murderous and terrified. Lars takes over, threatening him with 


lawsuits up the ass. 


The camera stays on James, who's leaning on Jason, all the color drained from his face. The mic doesn't pick 


up much, just a low murmur. "We can't lose him, not now..God, please." 
| bite back a whimper as my stomach twists painfully. 


Then, the scene shifts, to the police getting ready to storm the building. The voice over is telling me that the 


police have known that this bar is a KKK hangout, but there was no evidence to tie them to any hate crimes. 


Oh, my fucking God. They somehow got footage from the police, of them storming the bar. The sawdust on the 
floor is clumped with blood. And there | am, still draped over the pool table. 


They don't even have to put up a little censor to cover anything. It's completely indistinguishable under the 
blood and gore. There's something on my back, though, some sort of mark, that | can't make out. Then, they 
get closer, and | feel the bile rising. 

The camera focuses on it, pulling in tight on the bloody words that someone carved into my skin 


Faggot. 


Jason's the one who comes into check on me, poor guy. "Kirk? You all right?" He glances at the screen, where 


they've helpfully paused on that image, of me broken and bleeding. "Oh, shit" 
"Why didn't anyone tell me about my back?" 

"Kirk, you've been so~" 

"Why?/? Is it still there?" 

"The doctors said that they can't fix it for six months," Jason said, head low. 


"When were you going to tell me? When | take my shirt off on stage?" Dimly | realize that I'm standing, 
screaming directly into Jason's face, but | can't seem to stop. "Why didn't you tell me?" | shriek. 


Jason takes a step back, but he's against the wall trying to curl into himself, away from me. "Kirk, you've been 


so upset-" 


"| was fucking raped and mutilated! Of course, I'm fucking upset! How the fuck am | supposed to be-" | break 


off as Lars grabs my arm, forcing me away from Jason, to face him. 
"We did what we had to, Kirk," he says calmly. 


His calm only infuriates me more. "What you had to? What, Lars, you're not going to have t-shirts made to 


commemorate the event?" 


His hand comes up before | see him moving, impacting into my cheek, hard. | stumble from the blow, blinking at 


him. 


"What the fuck do you think you're doing?" James roars, his hand shooting out to grab Lars by the scruff of 
the neck, like a puppy, lifting him off the ground. 


A moment later, Lars is deposited none-too gently, and James is kneeling next to me. "Baby? Are you okay?" 


The anger has passed now, and | wrap my arms around hin, clinging tightly, trying to still the shaking that's 
wracking my body. "It's going to be all right, Kirk," he soothes. "What the hell were you thinking, Lars?" 


"James, | know he's still hurting, but he's got to get a grip. We're starting the tour in a week. We need a 


guitarist, not a basket case." 
‘Jesus Christ!” James explodes. | flinch back from the tone, shaking my head. 
"No..Don't. I'm sorry, Jase. | don't know what happened. | just.lost it” 


He crouches next to me nervously. "It's okay, Kirk No harm, no foul" His hand strokes my hair soothingly. | 


look up in time to see him shoot a dark look at Lars. 


Lars stands there for another minute, then shakes his head. "This is gonna fucking suck." He spins on his heel, 
turning to go. 


"Uli? l'm sorry.” 

"Don't tell me that you're sorry. Tell me that it won't happen again," he says. 

"It won't happen again," | dutifully repeat. 

"Thank you. I'm sorry | slapped you. Now go clean up. You have to leave for the luncheon in twenty minutes." 


| scramble to my feet without touching James. l'm still feeling raw, like my nerve endings are exposed. If he 


touches me, l'll shatter. 


In fifteen minutes, I'm ready to go. | dressed up a litle for it, pulling on a pair of black leather jeans and a soft 


golden sweater and a nice leather sportscoat. It's a nice compromise between rocker and dressy. 
The eyeliner is pretty minimal, just a hint. Besides, it matches the black nail polish. 

Lars nods his approval. "You look nearly respectable." 

| force a slight smile. "So, | should go change then? | don't want to piss on our image." 


He grins, shaking his head. "I put a call in to ABC. They'll be calling me back soon. You sure you can handle 
Barbara?" 


| nod slowly. I'm not, really. But, if that's what it takes to get the press off my back, then so be it. | head down 
to the limo, walking past the press with my head high. 


The crush of them at the luncheon is even worse. Since I've been advertised as their special quest, it seems 


like every news outfit has shown up to get pictures. 


As we pull up, | want nothing more than to tell the driver to keep going, to run all the way back home to San 


Francisco. But, I'm part of Metallica, and we don't run, goddamnit. 

Instead, | down a shot of vodka, force a smile onto my face and step out onto the sidewalk. 

The crush of people start yelling my name, trying to get me to turn in their direction | walk towards the 
building, turning to offer them all a wave and a smile, feeling the two miniature bottles of Stoly clink against 


each other in the pockets of my jacket. 


A young woman greets me just inside the doorway, offering her hand and introducing herself as Janice Starr, 


the director of the program. 

| shake her hand, studying her face. She's pretty, nearly beautiful. The one thing that stops it is the look in 
her eyes. They're tired, stubborn, and too old for her. It's the look you only see in someone who's seen too 
much, and would give anything to forget some of it. 

| wonder what she sees in my eyes? 

It's a pleasure to have you here, Mr. Hammett," she murmurs. "l'm sorry about the press, though." 


| shrug. "It's all right. And thank you for asking me to come. I'm glad that some good can come from all this." 


Somewhere in the back of my mind, | realize that l'm doing the dance, saying all the right words, even if my 
mind is three steps behind 


Janice doesn't seem to notice, ushering me over to a doorway. "We've set up a private reception with the 
other members of our group, the other survivors, before we go out and face the press. | hope that's all right 
with you?" 

"IFs fine." 


She smiles, opening the door for me. "Thank you.” 


| step in, and find about thirty women, all dressed like something out of Vogue, all with that same brittle 
uncertainty in their eyes. 


"Ladies," Janice calls. "I'd like you all to meet our guest of honor, and fellow rape survivor, Kirk Hammett, of 


Metallica" 


They approach me carefully, a couple at a time, thanking me for being there, offering words of support, asking 


me how l'm doing. 


Its all a little overwhelming. Too many people, too many understanding smiles. It makes my head spin, pisses me 


off. Do they really understand? Did they have a bunch of rednecks raping them, marking them? 
Finally, it's over, and it's time to go meet the press. "Could someone show me to the men's room first?" | ask 


A hard-looking woman volunteers, and leads me along winding corridors. "Sorry about the walk There aren't any 


male members, so the men's room is a bit of a hike. I'm Angie, by the way." 
"Nice to meet you." 


"You okay?" she asks looking me over with pale blue eyes that are far too perceptive. She kind of reminds me 


of James. 


"tm working on it." After a moment, | shrug. "Even before this, | hated dealing with the press. I'm not used to 
facing them sober." 


She grins. "Why should you?" 
| pull out the little bottles of vodka. "Cause this isn't enough to do dick, even on an empty stomach." 


She reaches into the neck of her blouse, pulling out a satin cord. At the end is one of those pieces of new-age 


jewelry, a litle silver fairy perched on a silver rock. 


A deft twist of her fingers, and the rock comes off in her hand. She turns the fairy around dipping one of it's 


wings into the opening. It comes out with a nice little spoonful of white powder. 


"Want a little dutch courage?" she asks. 
| consider the offer. A little hit won't send me out of control, but it might help me get through this. "Sure." 
A moment later, the sweet rush hits my system, and | relax. Just what the doctor ordered. 


| do pretty well at the luncheon. The little buzz starts to wear off as | get up to do my speech, which sucks, 
but I'll deal. | wrote it on the plane, under Jason's watchful eyes. 


‘I'd like to start off by thanking Janice Starr, and the rest of the Rape Crisis Center for inviting me today. Two 
months ago, | never would have imagined that I'd be standing here. |, like many others, didn't think that rape 
was something that happens to men. Now, | know it's just something that isn't reported. 


"Despite all of my injuries, | was lucky. | survived. And, I'm recovering, with help from my friends. Still, like 
every other survivor, | know that my life will never be quite the same again 


"That's why the work you do here is so very important. Someone needs to be there, to help guide others along 
the path from victim to survivor." 


The wave of applause surprises me, makes me look up from my note cards. And then, | see them. Standing in 
the back of the room, applauding with smiles on their faces. With a mental shrug, | toss the rest of my 
speech out the window. 


"Now, if | could beg your indulgence for a moment, | do have a little announcement. Ms. Starr, could you come 


up here for a moment?" 
She comes up, looking confused, and a little wary. 


"Before | continue, there's three other people who really should be up here for this." | glance out at them. 


"James? Lars? Jason? Would you come here?" 


They come obediently, standing at my side. "I've been incredibly lucky, in that | have a wonderful support 
system, and the ability to take the time | needed to heal. | know that's rare. The work you do here is 
wonderful, and very important, but it's not a big funding draw. No sad faces of children, no cute animals, just 


ugly truths. 


"Metallica would like to help change that. With your permission, we'd like to set up a fund to help raise 


awareness, and to raise money to help you continue your work." 
Y P Y Y 


The rest of the visit goes well. With the others there, lim much more comfortable. | don't even mind the 


inevitable come down from the coke. 


Then, it's over, and I'm hustling back out to the car, with Lars telling me that we're going straight to the ABC 
studios for the interview. Fuck. | suddenly wish I'd done a little more. 


Nah. I've got to be straight for this. It's the only way I'll be able to get all the reporters off my back 


The studio lot is pretty empty. They must have dragged in the techs and makeup people. Barbara greets us 


herself, ushering us into the studio, taking us on a mini tour. 


‘lm going to ask you some hard questions," she cautions me. "If its not something you want to discuss, say so. 


You're not going to offend me." 


| nod. This is the woman who reduces celebrities to tears? No way. We talk a little longer, discuss bringing the 
others on for the latter part of the interview. Everyone's pretty amenable to it. 


After a quick trip through makeup, she ushers me in to the interview area. They've set up a plush cobalt 


colored sofa with a funky little end table. It's comfy, and the steaming pot of tea next to it is even better. 


| sink into the sofa with a sigh. James is sitting just out of camera range, silently offering me support. | think 
l'm gonna need it. 


"Ready?" she asks me. 

| smile. "Define ready." | nod slightly. "Let's do it" 

"Okay." She shoots a look back at the camera. "Rolling?" 

The cameraman counts off silently. In three, two, one. 

She turns on a thousand watt smile, and | shift nervously. | fucking hate interviews. 

"Kirk, I'd like to thank you for joining us today." 

| shift a litle, forcing a slight smile. "If | don't say that it's my pleasure, | hope you'll understand. | would much 
rather have my quiet litle life back, let James and Lars do all the publicity stuff" | can almost hear Lars’ 
teeth grinding together, but fuck it all, I'm not gonna play nice. 

She nods her understanding. "Now, before we talk about what happened, how are you now?" 


"Pretty good. I'm all healed up, was cleared to start touring as of last week" 


"That amazes me," she murmurs. "To go through what you did, and to be touring again in less than two 


months..." 


"That's Metallica," | shrug. "We try very hard not to let things get us down. It's not the first time we've 
played through hard times." 


"No, that's true. As a matter of fact, you seem to have some of the worst luck when it comes to tours.” 


| nod slightly. "We've had our share of bad things. On the other hand, we've had more than our share of good 
things, so it sort of balances." 


She leans forward a bit, and | can see the softness fade from her eyes. "Now, | want you to take me back to 


that day in Mobile." 


| take a deep breath. "We'd been on tour for about a month and a half at that point. Understand, | love my 
bandmates, but on tour, every little annoying personality trait someone has is on display. That goes for me, 


too. Eventually, you hit the point where you just have to get away, have some alone time." 
She nods, patiently letting me tell the story. 


"| rented a car, decided to take a little drive, be back by three thirty for soundcheck, ready to go. | figured it 
was a better plan than braining Jason with my guitar." | look up at the camera, and past it, to meet Jason's 


eyes. "Sorry dude, next time, you're getting whacked." 


Barbara gives that polite little chuckle, but | get the feeling she's not thrilled that I'm kind of taking my time in 
getting to the nasty stuff. Tough shit. 


"| drove for a while, then headed back. | got off on the wrong exit, but it looked like | could shoot down it to 
get to the other route back. Instead, | got lost. | pulled up in the parking lot of some little roadside bar, and 


called Lars for directions, but he couldn't find anyone who knew where | was." 


| take a long, shuddering breath. "He wanted to talk about something or another, so | didn't turn off my phone 
while | went into the bar. | knew I'd made a mistake the moment | got inside, but when | tried to leave, one of 


the guys grabbed me." 


| close my eyes for a second, trying to calm myself. "He pushed me against the wall, choked me. | thought | 
was going to die. | managed to kick him, and he dropped me, hit me so hard that | felt my nose shatter. | tried 
to get away, but there were just too many of them. They beat on me, and then, he shoved me over the pool 
table and.they took turns," my voice drops to a near whisper. "They took turns raping me. Somewhere in 


there, they raped me with a pool cue, and | passed out" 


She pats my hand gently, and | have to fight not to shrink back from the touch. "Did they say anything to 


you?" 


"Yeah. They told me that | was a Jap faggot, that | knew | wanted this." | let the words trail off. 


"And what did you think, when they said that? What was running through your mind?" 


| see James shifting, getting a little annoyed at her questions. "I don't think | was really thinking a whole lot. | 
was wishing they'd stop, begging them to stop. Screaming for help-" 


"Who did you think would help you?" 


| shrug. "I didn’t really think anyone would. | was afraid, and in pain, and | just did what came naturally. | 
screamed for someone to help me, to make it stop." 


"Who did you want to help you? Who did you want there to help you?" 
"James. | called for James," | blurt. Whoops. | see James flinch back from that tidbit, his face crumbling. 
Barbara's eyes narrow, like a dog eyeing a tasty morsel. "Why James?" 


Out of the corner of my eye, | see Lars shaking his head. Well, duh, Adolf. "Obviously, you've never seen the 
Mighty Hetfield in a bad mood, Barbara," | smirk. "Trust me when | say that it's impressive." 


"Tell me about your injuries," she asks smoothly. 

| have a feeling that l'm just digging deeper into trouble, but what am | gonna do about it? "I had a severe 
concussion, two broken ribs, one of which punctured my lung, dislocated shoulder, bruised windpipe, ruptured 
larynx, perforated intestine, along with other cuts and bruises." 

"Were you conscious when they marked you?" 


"No. 


| watch as she nods, then shifts topics. "You said you're not big on the limelight, yet Metallica is arguably the 


biggest metal band in the world. Doesn't that come with a certain amount of fame?" 
| nod slightly. "I'm not a stranger to the press, but I'm used to being able to let James or Lars take the 
forefront. They're usually the ones everyone wants a soundbite from. I'm just there to play guitar and look 


good" The pat excuse slides off my tongue with ease, and | relax a touch. 


"The band seems to be intent on breaking down all the stereotypes normally associated with metal acts in 


recent years, correct?" 
‘In what way?" 


She pulls out a stack of pictures, and a copy of Garage, Inc. "Most metal bands aren't known for doing covers 


of Irish folk songs." 


| shrug. "We've never wanted to be most metal bands. | mean, you look at some of the other ones..they're 
boring as all hell. | think that's why we're still fairly popular. We change things up. | mean, when we first 
started, metal wasn't big. Then, all these other acts cropped up, the whole hair-metal thing. Scorpions, Quiet 
Riot, AC/DC..what was their last hit?" 


| can see James smiling at me. This is familiar turf, and l'm playing it well. | smile slightly. "We got into this to 
have fun. | think that's why we're still big. We're still doing things the way we want to, not the way some suit 
tells us too. | don't see any of them being asked to do songs for Mission Impossible two, or Spiderman’ 

"Very true. You've broken other barriers, too, though." She lifts one of the pictures, and | mentally curse. Its 
an old one of Lars and |, swapping spit. Another one follows, of me leaning back against him, my hand resting 


firmly on the crotch of his jeans. 


| force a shrug. "The bad old days," | murmur. "Back when we thought that any publicity was good publicity. 


Damn, we were naive." 
She smiles, sharkish, and | suddenly wonder why | thought she was nice. "What about this one?" 


| stare at the photo, mouth dry. It's recent, all right. And it's not Lars. There, on camera, for all the world to 
see, is a picture of James and |. Together. 


| remember the setting. While we were in Louisiana on tour, we'd rented a boat, to get away from it all. We 


thought we were safe, out in the middle of the Gulf of Mexico. 
| stare, the memories flooding back James was up in the cabin while Lars tried to teach Jase how to snorkel. 
I'd been laying out, half dozing, when a shadow had fallen across me. James knelt next to me, running his 


fingertips along the tattoos, flicking at the little bar in my ripples. 


I'd sat up, he'd bent down, and our lips met in a gentle, heated kiss. We hadn't gone much farther than that, 
just a little petting, kisses and whispered promises. The next day, we'd headed out to Mobile. 


| close my eyes, a shaft of pain shooting through my stomach. God, | didn't need to be reminded of exactly 


how much I've lost. | wonder if we'll ever have that same easy chemistry again? 


| dimly hear Barbara, asking me about the picture, and James growling off-camera, but it doesn't matter. 


Nothing really matters any more. 
| open my eyes, letting her see the anger there. "What do you want me to say, Barbara?" 
"Are you and James Hetfield lovers?" 


"What the fuck kind of a question is that?" James snarls. Ooh, they'll have to do some bleeping on that one. 


| lift my chin, forcing my voice to be steady. "No. We're not." 

"Then, why the pictures?" 

"Maybe we haven't grown up all that much," | snap. "Publicity, Barbara." 

"Are you gay?" 

"Not anyone's business but my own" 

"Do you think that's why they raped you?" 

"Fuck this," James growls. "This interview is over." | see Lars lay a hand on his shoulder, holding him in his seat. 
"Are you suggesting that | somehow "asked for it," Barbara? Isn't that a little archaic? | don't think it really 
matters if | was fucking every guy in the state. No one asks to be brutalized and maimed, and | resent the 
suggestion that if | was gay, it would somehow give them a reason to do it." 


"| didn't say that, but the question remains. Have you ever been intimate with a man?" 


Fuck this. "Have you? Cause, | gotta say, Babs, you're really coming across as a man-hating dyke from hell 
today." | hear Lars' bark of laughter, and it gives me the courage to meet her eyes. 


She pales, and | feel bad for a moment. Then, she lifts up the final picture, another one of James and |. Oh, 
fuck. Motherfucker! 


It's from that same day, I'm leaning against him, tracing one tight little nipple, and his hand is inside my 
swimsuit, stroking me. Lars and Jase came on the boat again a moment later, and we'd headed in for dinner, 


but it's still a damning shot. 


| open my mouth, but my throat closes up. | can feel the cheerfully painted walls pressing in on me, choking 


me. 


Without a word, | stand up, stalking past her, past Lars, who's snarling into his cell phone about ambushes, and 


that this footage had fucking well better not show. 


He's fighting a lost cause, and we all know it. We're outed, whether we like it or not. 
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I'm outside before | stop, taking shallow, gasping breaths of air, leaning against the wall, shaking like a leaf in a 


hurricane. Someone touches my shoulder, and | flinch, shaking my head. 


Don't fucking touch me, dammit. | can't hold it together if you do. Jason's talking softly to me, telling me to 
take deep breaths before | hyperventilate myself unconscious. 


| fight the hysterical giggle that brings. Unconsciousness sounds pretty damned good right now. Out of the 
corner of my eye, | see James coming out of the studio, face like a thundercloud, and | pull back. | can't deal 


right now. 
"lll be back later, Jase." He blinks, confused, and | grab his baseball hat and take off at a dead sprint. 


| hear James calling to me, but | don't stop. | can't. | catch a cab a few blocks from the studio, and settle back 
into the pine scented leather. 


While | ride, | pull my hair under the hat, and take out the labret. When he drops me off on the Boulevard, | 
detour through a McDonalds, washing off the hints of makeup. Another stop at a souvenir shop gets me a rip 
off Planet Hollywood jacket and a pair of fake glasses. 


Its not a perfect disguise, but unless someone's looking specifically for me, I'll pass. 
| wander around the city a bit, sticking to the touristy areas until the sun starts to set. Then, | hail another 
cab, heading into the trendier area. Now, | put the labret back in, and take the cap off. This time, | want to be 


recognized. 


And so | am. They wave me into the nightclub without question The crush of people makes my skin crawl, but 
its the only place | know of to get what | want. 


It takes less time than you'd expect, barely thirty minutes later, I'm back on the street, feeling the twin 


reassuring weights of my purchases. 


| walk around a little more, enjoying LA at night. Its a fucked up city, where anything you want is for sale. 
There's something to be said for that. Not much, but something. 


Finally, | head back towards the hotel, having the cab drop me off a couple of blocks from the place. Then, | 


pull my hair under the hat, pull the coat on, and hold a giant Mickey Mouse doll up. I'm opening the door before 
one bright newsguy mutters, "Oh, shit! Its him!" 


| toss him the Mickey Mouse as | pull the door shut after me. That felt good. | slide my card-key into the 
elevator, knowing that itll chime in the penthouse, telling them that I'm back. 


Sure enough, I'm greeted by Lars, practically vibrating with annoyance. "Where have you been, fucker? We've 


been worried sick!" 


"| needed to get away for a little while, Uli.” Okay, it's a low blow to use the nickname, but | really don't feel like 
fighting with him. "Where's Jase and James?" 


"Jase is out, looking for you." He looks away, not meeting my eyes. "James is doing an interview." 

"With who?" 

"MTV," he muttered. "I couldn't get ABC to pull the interview. Its going to air tomorrow." 

| nod tiredly. "I figured as much. I'm sorry, Lars, | just couldn't-" 

"Jesus, Kirk! Don't apologize, you did fine. It's my fault, | should have screened the interview more carefully. 


Normally, she's so gentle with celebrities that | never considered that she'd ambush you like that. | guess only 
ex-rappers get the kid gloves treatment.” He shrugs. "We'll see what James can do on damage control." 


"What?" 


"He said that he'd go on MTV, they'll put him on live, tonight, let him tell our side, see if he can't pull some of 
the heat off of you." 


| have a horrible feeling about this. "Lars, what is he going to do?" 
Jade eyes meet mine, and | see the same soul-deep worry. "I have no idea" 
Lars calls Jason, and we sit on the sofa, waiting for James’ interview to begin. 


Jason arrives shortly thereafter, ruffling my hair as he sinks onto the sofa next to me. "You scared the fuck 


out of me, Quirk." 
‘Sorry, Jase. | just had to get away for a few minutes." 


Finally, the "MTV Special Report" logo flashes, and one of the V's, a sympathetic looking brunette chick comes 


on. "Tonight, we have a very special interview with James Hetfield of Metallica” 


The camera pans, showing a nervous looking James. "James, you called the MTV offices earlier today, 


requesting this interview. Can you explain why?" 

He nods slightly. "This afternoon, Kirk had an interview with Barbara Walters for 20/20 tomorrow night, 
ostensibly to talk about his recovery from the brutal rape he endured two months ago. Instead, she took the 
opportunity to ambush and violate him further.” 


"In what way?" 


James takes a deep breath. "Everyone's seen the older pictures, of Kirk and Lars horsing around, kissing and all 


that: 


As he speaks, they flash them up, and a horrifying thought occurs to me. "He didn't get copies of the new 
ones, did he?" 


Lars nods. "He yanked them right out of Barbara's hands." 
"Fuck." 


They come back to James, and he smiles. "Those were older shots, just two friends giving the paparazzi 


something to talk about. She had a newer picture." 


My breath catches in my throat as they flash the one of James and | kissing. Shit, shit, SHIT! They leave the 


shot up for a moment as they go to commercial. 

"| think I'm gonna hurl," | mutter, heading for the bathroom. 

"You okay?" Lars calls. 

"Yeah. I'm great." | lock the bathroom door, pulling out one of my purchases. 


| open the small vial of white powder, tapping a tiny amount onto the tip of my pinky. | think l'm going to need 
it to survive this. 


"They're coming back," Jason calls. 


| close the vial, and wipe the powder off my lip as pleasant warmth blossoms through me. Its just enough to 
help me relax a little. Then, | head back out, sitting next to Jason, as they come back to James. 


"And how do you explain that picture?" the VJ asks. 


"We've always shrugged off questions about our sexuality, occasionally flat out denied being gay. That was 
true.up to a point. We're not gay. We'd never answered whether we were bi, or not. Thanks to the tabloid 


journalism ABC practiced earlier today, the whole world will know." 
| cover my face. "Don't, please," | whisper. 

"Yes, l'm bisexual," James said clearly. 

| grab the phone. "What's the fucking number for MTV?" 


As Lars dials, | watch James. He looks phenomenally uncomfortable, and | know what it had to cost him to say 


those words. 

A moment later, the brunette touches her ear. "Uh..we have a caller?" 

| see the annoyance on James’ face. "What?" 

Lars hands me the phone. "Closed fist," he says softly. "In for a penny, in for a pound." 
| glance over at Jason, who nods tightly. "Do it” 

"Hi, this is Kirk Hammett." 

James smiles, visibly relieved 

"Oh. Kirk, how are you?" the host asks. 

‘Im doing fine, thanks. James, what are you up to?" 

‘I'm trying to tell my side of the story." 


"Try telling our side, Het. | told Barbara the truth earlier. James and | aren't lovers. We never have been But 


we've dated. Fact of the matter is, none of us are straight" 
Oh, dear. | think we frightened her. 


"Funny thing though," | smirk, the cocaine giving me balls | normally wouldn't have. "I always assumed that the 
real question was "Can we play." Not "Do they suck dick" I'm beginning to wonder, though." | glance at the 
television, where James has begun to snicker. 


"Nicely put, Hamlet," he chuckles. "Anyway, the other announcement we had was that the tour is gonna be 
resuming next Saturday, at the Forum. We'll finish the western stretch, and then we'll swing around and do the 


concerts that we had to cancel." 


Lars takes the phone from me with a smirk. "This is Lars. We also wanted to thank Sam Rami for requesting 


us to do the theme song for the upcoming Spiderman movie. Kirk, especially, is looking forward to doing 


something for one of his favorite director's movies." 


"We're going into the studio this week to lay down the tracks," James agrees. "We'll try to get a clip up onto 
the website before too long, so everyone can get a sneak peek." 


"| still think it needs more bass," Jason called. 
James laughed, a genuine smile. "Jason, if | listened to you, every song would sound like Devil's Dance." 
"And that's a bad thing because why?" 


"Can | ask you all a question?" the VJ interrupted. "If you're all so comfortable with your bisexuality, why keep 
it quiet for so long?" 


James sighs softly. 

To everyone's surprise, its Jason who answers. "You have to remember, we began back in the 80's, when 
there was a tremendous backlash against gays because of AIDS. We were on our way up the ladder, and it 
would have jeopardized that. We made a business decision to keep our private lives out of the 


band." 


James nods. "And, quite honestly, that's the way it should be. We are still the Gods of Thunder. No one is 


louder, no one rocks harder. If any of our fans can't deal, hey, that's their choice." 


On that note, they thank us for our time, and go back to their normal broadcasting. There's something 
disheartening about being followed by a Britteny Spears video. 


Lars looks at me through narrowed eyes. "What're you on?" 
"Nothing, why?" 
"Your pupils are blown" 


"Nerves," | offer. | can see he's not buying it, but Lars knows that there are times when he just doesn't want 
to know. This is one of them. 


Jason is basically oblivious to the byplay between us, coming over with a smile on his face. "Nice job, Kirk," he 


tells me. "And nice job with Barbara earlier, too." 
| smile, pulling him into a quick hug. "Aren't you worried about how the fans'll react?" 


"Not really. | know there's gonna be some backlash, but it's the year two thousand. Time to get over it” 


| smirk. "Y'know, Jase, somedays you can be positively liberal." 
He mock-glares at me. "Hey, don't get any ideas. l'm still a registered Republican." 
| lean forward, kissing his cheek "Sure, whatever you say, Jase." 


James finally comes in around two in the morning, carrying a large familiar stuffed toy. "Here," he says, 


handing Mickey Mouse to me. "The Headline News guy told me to give this back to you." 

| smile slightly, sitting it off to the side, and going to him. I'm still flying from the latest little hit, and fear 
doesn't enter into it. | cup my hand around his neck, stroking over the scarred cheek with my fingers. "You 
didn't have to do that," | whisper. 

He meets my eyes, and | see the pain and the love in them. "I know." 

| lean up, kissing him lightly. "Thank you." 


His lips quirk up. "I'd say anytime, but this was pretty much a one trick pony.’ 


| lean my head against his chest, listening to his heartbeat, strong and steady under my ear. "| do love you, 
James." 


Gentle fingers stroke my hair. "I know. And | love you." After a moment, his fingers slide under my chin, lifting 
my head up. "We're going to survive all of this, Kirk” 


| can only manage a nod through the emotions that threaten to choke me. "I know.’ 


He bends, pressing another quick kiss to my lips. "You should get some sleep. We've got to be in the studio 


early." 
| nod, forcing a smile and reaching up to tug lightly at his goatee as | back away slowly. 


There's a thoughtful note stuck to my door from Lars. #Kirk, You'd better be off whatever the hell you were 
taking tonight by the time we head in to record tomorrow. Sleep tight. Lars* 


Dick. | flop onto my bed, reaching into the pocket of the Planet Hollywood jacket to pull out my other purchase. 


In the dim glow of the bedside lamp, the matte black finish of the little 38 Special seems to absorb the light. | 
lift it, trying to adjust to the weight of the little gun. 


Its not nearly as frightening as | thought it would be. It's reassuringly solid, comfortable. With a sigh, | pull out 
the box of ammunition and load it, slipping it into my nightstand. 


Then, | curl up under my sheets, feeling a little more secure. 


For once, it's not the nightmare that wakes me. | don't know what it is, actually. The clock says that it's nearly 


five. The sky is that bruised-looking blue it gets just before the dawn. 


| wander into the bathroom for a piss, and notice that James’ door is open, the bed still pristine. What the 
fuck? My bare feet are silent on the thick carpet as | pad out to the living room. 


Nope, not there. A soft snore draws me into the kitchen, and | stand there, shaking my head slightly. James is 
asleep in the chair, head resting on the table. 


| step closer, for the first time noticing the empty bottles surrounding him on the table. Fuck.. Just the sight 
of them makes something in my stomach tighten in fear. | force myself to step closer, noting the edge of 
something under his hand. 


Its the other picture of us. The one of him touching me. Fuck. Still moving quietly, | hurry back to my room, 


sitting on my bed, covers pulled around me, shivering as though from the cold. 
There's something infinitely sad about the way the sun comes up in Los Angeles. The first peek of it over the 
horizon is as beautiful as anything you'll ever see. Then, as it slowly rises, the smog catches it, dulling the 


beautiful colors until they're just shades of what they should be. 


Kind of like me. 
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Around seven, | finally hear Lars moving around, and force myself from the bed. | will do this, dammit. | can do 


it. 
And if | need a little pharmaceutical help, so be it. | only take a tiny sniff, hopefully not enough to tip off Lars. 
James is in the shower when | walk in to take another piss. He pokes his head out, eyes bleary. "Morning, Kirk" 


| smile brightly, chirping a high pitched "Good morning," just a little louder than necessary. Yes, | do have a 


mean streak, why do you ask? 
He groans softly, ducking back under the shower. "Bitch." 


| smirk, an idea popping into my head. Before | can stop to be afraid, | turn on the cold water, grabbing one of 
the cups. 


James shrieks like a girl when you dump ice water on him in the shower. Its just one more thing to add to the 


store house of knowledge. 
He shoves the curtain open, eyes blazing, and | can't help but grin He's cute when he's pissed. And naked. 
"Kirk," he growls. 


| just laugh, feeling an odd bit of tension loosing from me. | can still play. I'm still fairly sure that if he comes 


near me, I'll run, but | can play. | wonder if | can approach him? 


Okay, nerves are back. Fear is curling through me, warring with the warmth of the coke that had blossomed. 
Goddammit, quit being a pussy, Hammett! 


James is staring at me, as though not sure whether he should move or not. | force myself to take another 


step. Then another, until I'm next to the tub. James shakes his head slightly. "Kirk, you don't-" 


"Sssh." | need to concentrate, motherfucker. | need to remind myself that this is you. Need to focus on the 
bright lights, the steamy air that smells like your shampoo. 


| will do this. Who gives a fuck if I'm not sure what "this" is? | will do this. | can do it. 


James holds himself perfectly still as | take a final step, until our bodies are nearly touching. "Kirk?" 


| take a shuddery breath, and lean forward a little further. "I don't know if | can do this, James, but | want to. 


Just..don't move, okay?" 


Kirk, what are you-" his breath hisses in on a sharp gasp as | lean forward, licking over his chest. "Don't, 


please, Kirk." 


"Ssh. You've done everything for me. Let me do something for you, please? Let me try to be strong, just for a 


few minutes?" 
"Kirk, you are strong.” 
Sweet lies, but they help. They give me the courage to dart my tongue out again, flicking over one tight nipple. 


He gasps again, and | force a smile, wishing | felt something other than empty inside. But, what | said earlier is 


true. | owe him this much. 


He shivers as my hand brushes over his stomach, fingers teasing along the sparse line of hair down lower. | 


fight an answering shudder, glancing down at his hardening length. | WILL fucking DO this, dammit. 


Moving with a shaking hand, | wrap it carefully around his cock, stroking gently. James’ head falls back, gasping. 
"Fuck, Kirk.feels so good.” 


| suck on one nipple, stroking him faster, teasing him gently. Then, | begin to work my way down slowly, kissing 


along his ribcage. 
| couldn't help the hesitation when | reached his hips. For a second, | froze. 
"Kirk, you don't have to do this," James murmured, voice tight with need. 


| owe him this much, | tell myself again. "Didn't | tell you to shut up?" | murmur, letting my tongue dart out to 


flicker in a little spiral around the base, nuzzling his balls. 
| force the panic down, fighting it with everything | have as | open my mouth, taking him in 
James moans low in his throat, his voice husky. "Oh, God. Kirk.." 


The feel, the taste of him in my mouth is at once disgusting and arousing. | fight down the disgust, focusing on 


the arousal. This is James, sexy as all fuck, lust personified 


It gives me the balls to go on, sucking harder, bobbing on him in a fast, hard rhythm. | just want him to get 


off quickly. If he wants to bitch about my technique, he can go fuck himself. 


Judging from the moans | hear above me, he's not complaining. | suck him down hard again, letting my teeth 


graze him lightly on the upstroke. 
He shouts my name, his body shuddering, thrusting deeper into my mouth as he comes. 


| swallow instinctively as he floods my mouth in a hot rush. My stomach contracts hard, nausea churning 


through me. 


| stand, kissing him gently as he steps out of the shower, managing not to cringe. "My turn in the shower," | 


murmur, running my fingers over some cum that dribbled onto my chest. ‘Im all sticky now" 

"Can | return the fav-" he breaks off as | shake my head 

'Not yet, baby. Soon, | think," | lie. | cant imagine that I'l ever be ready to have his hands on me that way. 
He nods, kissing me again. ‘Ill let you get cleaned up, then’ 

"Thank you, James," | whisper. "I'm sorry lm such a mess’ 


His eyes blaze, and | fight not to shrink back from him. "Don't apologize, Kirk. Is not your fault. And you're not 


a mess." 
| nod, and he steps out of the bathroom, pulling the door closed tightly. | manage to turn the water on before 
my knees give out, leaving me crouched over the toilet, retching the taste of his cum out of my mouth. Yeah, 


James. lm not a mess at all. 


Its a while before | can move to climb in the shower. If its not my fault, why do | feel like such a whore, 


James? | scrub myself hard, wondering what it'll take before | feel clean again 


Jason teases me about hogging the shower when | come out, making me smile. | ruffle his hair gently. "Hey, 


some of us have to do more than rub a bar of soap over our hair." 


"Why bother? No matter how nice you are to them, they're still abandoning ship," he fires back, tugging on a 


damp curl. 
| flip him off, something that would probably be more effective if | could stop laughing. "Go shower, fucker." 


| wander out to the kitchen, smiling gratefully at Lars as | notice that he put the kettle on. “Thanks,” | 


murmur, tossing a couple of slices of bread into the toaster. 


James wanders in a moment later, fully dressed. "So, are we all ready to face the world?" 


Lars shrugs. "| was looking at the message board on the Met Club page. It looks like most of the diehards are 


still on our side." 
"Really?" | ask. 


"Yeah, really." He snorts. "There's a couple of messages from some chicks that basically say "I fucking knew it! 
I'm never attracted to straight men!" 


"And this is a positive response, how?" James growls. 


"Right below that, they wish us the best, and vow to boycott ABC and all the sponsors of 20/20 in protest,” 


Lars smiles. 
| find myself smiling as well, touched. God, we have great fans. 


"There's a couple of less enthusiastic ones, but they're getting shouted down, hard. Most people seem to be 
getting Kirk's message. All they care about is the music. As long as we can still rock, they'll be behind us." 


"Damn," James mutters. "There goes the next cover album. And | really wanted to do "Metallica does 


Broadway," dammit." 

| shake my head, taking a sip of my tea, nearly choking on it as James begins to sing. 

"Don't cry for me Argentina, the truth is, | never left you." 

A moment later, | hear Jason's distinctive voice, adding his own choice in. "Memory, all alone in the moonlight.” 
Softly, gently, music shall caress you, hear it, feel it, secretly possess you." | wince as Lars sings. 


Ah, what the fuck. "This is the moment, this is the day, this is the moment, when | know, I'm on my way," | 


warble. 


James smirks. "Y'know, seriously, one of these days, | would love to do a remake of "One Night in Bangkok, Met 
style. | always thought there was potential there." 


We all stare at him for a moment. "You're kidding, right?" | ask. 
He shakes his head. "Think about the potential, Kirk" He moves behind me, and | fight not to tense. Then his 
voice sounds in my ear, that deep, sensual growl. "One night in Bangkok, makes a hard man humble, not much 


between despair and ecstasy." 


Damn, there's something about the way he says that, his lips brushing my hair, letting me feel his breath on 


my back.. It sends little tendrils of warmth into my stomach, even as the cold fear begins to blossom. Then, 
it's over, and he backs away, leaving me confused and vaguely nauseous. 


| fucking hate this. 
"Okay, kiddies," Lars mutters. "Get your asses in gear. We've got a record to record." 


The press is out in full force when we walk out to the limo; shouting questions, snapping pictures. | duck in the 


limo, ignoring them. | have a job to do, and it doesn't matter how | feel, or what the press thinks. Its my job. 
My job takes a definite upswing as we hit the studio. There's a crowd outside, some reporters, but even more 
fans. They're cheering as we pull up. | look at the other guys, seeing the same slightly goofy smile on their 


faces that has to be on mine. They still came out for us. 


We step out, pausing to talk to a couple fans here and there, sign a couple of autographs. Then, we're back in 


the familiar confines of the studio. We're all in a good mood now, getting tuned up, going over the song again 


We're just about ready to go by the time Bob and Randy get there, mumbling a quiet good morning as they 
head for the booth. "Are we about ready to do this?" 


"Yeah, | think so," Lars calls. "Did you get the shit | faxed you yesterday?" 


"Yeah, it looks good. Really good. Okay, we'll get set up for a run through, then we'll start on Lars’ tracks." 
Bob's voice is subdued, and Randy hasn't said a word. 


"You okay, Bob?" James asks. 

"Yeah, l'm fine." 

Lars pantomimes tilting a bottle up, then holds his head. Hung over? Could be. 

We all settle in, running through the song a couple of times before we start in earnest. Lars sounds good, each 
hit is crisp, clean He's playing possibly better than I've ever heard him before, and he's not showing signs of 
slowing it down. 


We go through it over and over of times until Bob's satisfied with the sound. "One more time," he requests. 


"Bob, for christs sake!" Lars bitches. "I've done it perfectly two out of the five times. What the hell do you 


want?" 


‘One more time, and put a little more ass into the hi-hat, will you? It sounds like you're playing a fucking 


tambourine." 


Lars’ eyes darken, glaring at the window. "We're gonna need another snare head then 

"That's a brand new one, Lars. It'll hold up." 

"Its not gonna fucking hold up, Bob," he shoots back. "I've been pounding the fuck out of it, and it's gonna go." 
"Lars, quit whining, and start playing.’ 


You can almost see the smoke coming out of Ulits ears. He's not used to being on Bob's bad side. For me, it's 


kinda nice to see someone else getting the sharp side of his tongue. 


We start the song over and sure enough, as we wind into the second chorus, the snare pops, amid an 


impressive string of curses in every language Ulis ever heard. 
Bob doesn't blink. "Okay, Lars. Take ten, we'll work on Jason while you change it" 
Jason shoots us a nervous look, then wanders into the booth. 


"What the fuck crawled up his ass?" Lars growls, bending to work on the drum. "I haven't sounded this good in 
years, and all he can do is bitch?" 


"Welcome to my world," | mutter bitterly, before | can stop myself. 


Lars shoots me a glare. "Quit being melodramatic, Kirk. He never-" his voice stutters to silence, and | can see 


him thinking back over the last few albums. "Christ, why the hell didn't you say something?" 

"I did," | bite off. Shit, tm having enough trouble with my current traumas. Can we not dig at old scars? 
Apparently not, since he keeps talking. "No you didn't. | would have-" 

| stand, a bitter laugh wringing its way from my throat. "You would have said, and | quote: "Suck it up, Kirk. 
You know you need to practice more. Stop whining, Kirk. He's just trying to make the album better. He doesn't 
have it in for you, you just need to come in ready to play." Sound familiar, Lars?" | turn on my heel, stalking 


out of the suddenly quiet studio. Fuck this. 


Of course, there's not many places | can go. The bathroom works okay. It's private, at least. | know | need to 


get myself together, and | can't use anything to help me. If | go back in there high, Lars'll shred me. 
A few minutes later, | hear a tap on the door. "I'm coming, Lars." 


Its not Lars," Randy snaps. "We can't get dick out of Jason today, so we're skipping on to your stuff, if you 


can be assed to make an appearance?" 


| shove the door open, and Randy eyes me for a moment, looking for signs that I'm high, and not bothering to 


hide it. 
"Let's go." 


| settle onto the chair, plugging into the amp, and running through a couple of quick scales. "Amp's got a buzz," 


| observe. 

"The amp is fucking fine, Kirk Just play your part." 

Whatever. | close my eyes, hearing the music in my mind, hearing it the way | want it to sound. When | have it 
fixed in my brain, each note hanging there with crystal clarity, | bring my fingers down on the strings and let 
it rip. 

Its gonna be a little heavy for a soundtrack song, but tough shit. Right now, at this moment in time, this song 
is Metallica. The riffs tumble over one another, thick with pain. My pain, James’ pain. It's all the same right 
now. As | swing into the chorus, the tempo picks up a touch, the harsh edge of panicked fear creeping along 


it's ragged edges. 


Somewhere, in the back of my mind, | realize that I've never played this well in my life. I'm hitting chords that 
normally give me hell without a hitch. Finally, | play the last riff, hearing it fade with a long, low wail. 


Only then do | open my eyes. Bob's looking at me with an odd look on his face. "Well?" 

"That was rehearsal, right?" he asks. 

"You weren't taping?" I'll fucking kill them if they didn't get that. 

"| was taping," he says, and | begin breathing again "But what the hell was it?" 

"What do you mean?" 

"Did any of you even practice this shit, or were you too busy buttfucking each other to bother? It was bad 
enough when it was just you, but now the entire band seems struck with ineptitude! ll bet that if | fucking 


drag Hetfield in here, he'll sound as shitty as the rest of you." 


| know l'm giving him the deer in the headlights look, but damn. How many times can a guy be ambushed in one 


twenty four hour period? "It sounded fine to me," | murmur lamely. 


‘Oh, well in that case..did you hear that, Randy? Kirk said it sounded all right to him! | guess we can go home 


now, since the little priss has apparently learned how to produce a record!" 


"All | said was that | thought-" I'm cringing, trying to curl in on myself, around the guitar. | can feel sweat 


running down my back, icy with fear. 

"Don't. Don't fucking think. Thats not what they pay you for. They pay you to look pretty, play guitar, and suck 
dick. Don't fucking forget it." He shakes his head. "Get the fuck out of here. Send Hetfield in. Maybe, just maybe, 
| can get some work out of one of your prissy little asses today.” 


"He's already here," | hear James growl. 


He's practically vibrating, face dark with anger. | cringe further down, hoping that he won't notice me. "I'm 


sorry, James. I'll try it again," | whisper. "I can do it better." 

He looks down at me, and | flinch. Christ, | haven't seen him this pissed in forever. His hand touches my 
shoulder, and | jump, pulling away from him. It sends me sprawling, landing on the floor in a heap, tangled 
hopelessly with the guitar and it's wires as | try to scramble away. 


His face softens. "Easy, Quirk. Settle down" 


Now he's fucking talking to me like I'm a dog. No, that's not insulting as all fuck. And as soon as | stop gasping, 
Ill tell him so. "Jase?" he calls softly. 


A moment later, | Jason is at my side, gently disentangling me, talking in that same low, soothing voice. "Come 


on, Kirk Lets get you something to drink" 


| go with him quietly, but not before | see the hurt look in James eyes that I'll let Jase help me. Christ, | can't 
do anything right, can |. 


A little while later, Lars wanders in the kitchen area, where l'm sipping my tea, barely shaking anymore. "Well, 


that snare is royally fucked. We're done for the day, guys." 


'I-" My voice sounds so tiny, so timid. | clear my throat and try again. "Jase and | could still do our work," | 


offer softly. 


Lars shrugged. "Nah. We'll start fresh tomorrow. We've got a week of studio time, it's not going to take that 
long to do this. We can afford one day." 
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| nod, following Lars timidly out to the limo. James is already inside, still looking pissed. He smoothes his face as 
soon as he sees me, smiling a little. "Lars and | decided that we felt like eating out, if that's all right?" 


"You can just drop me at the hotel," | murmur. "I'm not up to dealing with people much today." 
James smiles a little wider. "Trust me, Quirk. You won't have to deal with people." 


What choice do | have? | nod slightly, relaxing back into the seat. In no time, we're in the middle of downtown 


Hollywood, pulling through traffic without a word. 

"Almost there," James murmurs. He taps the intercom. "Are they still back there?" 
"Yes sir. We're coming up on the garage." 

"Everybody be ready to get out quickly," James tells us. 

"What?" | ask. 

"Trust me Hamlet.” 


| shake my head, but | grab my jacket anyway. We swing into a parking garage suddenly, and James grins 
maniacally. "Okay, everybody out." 


We pile out of the limo, and James leads us over to a Jeep. "Let's get the fuck outa here, huh?" 
| grin, noting the pile of clothes on the backseat. "You gotta be kidding, James." 


Lars starts digging through them like a hyperactive puppy, pulling on an "| Love LA" shirt in neon orange, and 
sticking on a baseball cap. 


"Put Lars in front," Jason suggests. "After that shirt blinds them, we'll be able to sneak right out." He's pulled 


on a red shirt with the logo of one of the local tour companies on it. "I'm driving." 


James nods, tossing him the little red hat to go with the outfit. 


No, my life isn't at all bizarre. With a sigh, | grab an equally loud shirt and hat, adding a big stick of cotton 
candy | found in the backseat. It'll hide my face nicely, thank you. 


Lars starts giggling, and | glance up. James is staring with distaste at the remaining costume. Finally, with a 


muted curse, he yanks on the shirt, a bright blue number with Mickey and Minnie Mouse kissing on the front. 
Still snickering, Lars offers him a pair of glasses..and the set of mouse ears. 

"No." James shakes his head vehemently. 

"Come on, Het. We've gotta get a move on," Jason reminds us. "If we're not out of here quickly.. 

"Fine. I'll put on the goddamned mouse ears," he growls. "But so help me to god, one word." 

We all nodded, and | grabbed one other piece of equipment hoping that it was functional. 


Lars nearly hurt himself, choking with laughter as James put on the ears. When | whipped out the camera I'd 


found, snapping a picture before James could react, | thought he was gonna die. 
James glared, climbing into the car, muttering something about confiscating the film. 


Of all of us, Jason looks the least like a rock star. When we did the video for "I Disappear," he had to wear a 
suit. Much to his annoyance, he looked good. He truly could be anything-banker, lawyer, businessman. 


Don't let the looks fool you, though. Jason is 100% metal. He drove sedately until we got outside. Then, instinct 
took over, and he started whipping the car through traffic like he was doing an Indy 500 time trial. 


James directs him, guiding us out of the city. Amazingly, we seem to have lost the paparazzi. Jason drives for 


the better part of an hour before pulling off the highway onto a two lane stretch of road. 

We're in the middle of the desert, the only thing for miles is sand. | kind of like it. I've had the vague 
claustrophobic feeling for so long that | can almost feel the weight across my chest loosening, letting me 
breathe freely for the first time in months. 

Finally, he pulls off onto a little side path, bumping along the rutted track. 

"Where the fuck are we, James?" Lars asks. 

"Nevada," he returns. 


"That's bloody helpful." 


"Don't worry about it, Starz," James teases. 


A few miles later, we're pulling up to a small building. It seems to be made primarily of sandstone and petrified 


wood. Whatever, it's beautiful, and it blends into the area perfectly. 

"What the hell is that?" Lars asks, echoing my thoughts as we climb out of the car. 

The door opens, and a woman steps onto the porch. She's beautiful, but not in any conventional way. She's just 
this little round thing, with a smile that may well be one of the most genuine I've ever seen. "Welcome to the 
Oasis, gentlemen. Please, come in" 

| follow quietly, looking around as we step inside. 


"Your table is almost ready," she says softly. "In the meantime, can | get you something to drink?" 


We order, and she ushers us to a set of wooden French doors. "You can go ahead out, and I'll bring them to 


you. 


Lars nods, opening the door. | stare, startled. You couldn't have surprised me more if there had been a dragon 


behind it. 


There's a perfect little garden, a lot like the one | have in my yard, complete with bubbling waterfall, fish in 


the pool, the whole works. It smells heavenly, like jasmine and magnolias. 
With a sigh, | sink into one of the lightly cushioned chairs, closing my eyes. 
| feel James behind me, but for some reason, it doesn't bother me. l'm content for the moment. 


The woman comes back, handing me a tall glass of iced tea. | take a sip, murmuring with pleasure as a softly 


sweet flavor bursts on my tongue with the first sip. "What kind of tea is this? Its wonderful." 
She smiles again. "That's the Oasis specialty. Honeysuckle tea. I'm glad you like it” 


She bustles off again, and | relax, sipping my drink and listening to the soothing lap of water. James leans down 
behind me slowly, letting me know he's there. 


Gentle fingers brush my hair aside, leaving my neck bare. A moment later, soft lips brush against skin, leaving 


me shivering. He lifts his head. "Was that okay, baby?" 
| nod silently. Fuck yes, that was okay! "Again," | whisper softly. 
James chuckles, his hands sliding down my shoulders. | can feel them shaking. God, it's been so long since | 


could let him do this..feels so good. | sit the tea on the table with a soft rattle and come to my feet, turning 


to face him. 


| wish | could say that I'm not afraid, that the ice doesn't form in my stomach. | can't, though. 

| try to ignore it, pushing through to lean in and kiss him gently. His lips are so soft, so warm. 

It feels like heaven. | nuzzle his throat, hearing him moan softly, arching his head back to offer me access. 

| bite gently, just hard enough to make him jump a little, and gasp my name. Fuck, he's beautiful. Suddenly, l'm 
hard as a rock, aching for his touch. Well, that's something new. | arch against him, rubbing my shaft against 
his thigh through two layers of denim. 


James steps back with a frustrated laugh. "We need to work on our timing, baby." 


| smile ruefully, stepping back, and nodding. Christ, | want him so badly that | can taste it. Instead, | go back to 
sipping at my tea 


Our table is ready a little later, and we're led through the building to another patio. This one faces west, 


complete with an incredible view of the slowly sinking sun. 
The food is wonderful, but with that view, | could be eating sawdust. 


We head back afterwards, and | can almost feel the weight settling back on my chest as the lights of the city 


come into view. 


The press is thick around the hotel, knowing that we'll come back eventually. They're shouting questions, asking 
where we've been. James loops his arm casually around me, guiding me inside while flipping a couple of them 


off. 


| was debating going to bed early, but then Jason reminds me that the 20/20 interview is on. Fuck. I'd managed 
to forget about that. Thanks, Jase. 


We settle in front of the television, Jason playing on his laptop on the sofa next to me. He's surfing the ‘net, 
checking his e-mail and what not. 


Finally, the show comes on. | pull my knees up to my chest, curling into a ball as Barbara starts talking. 


Apparently, they have a couple of other interviews with "close sources" to go along with mine. 
Wonderful. 


The first one is a member of our management company, Sherri. She's perfect, calm, collected, and just a touch 
sarcastic. Every probing question is stonewalled, met with a blank smile and a gentle reprimand. | think I'm 


sending her flowers tomorrow. 


"Give her a bonus," James rumbles, echoing my thoughts. 

The next guy is in shadows, with his voice disguised. He's listed as a IO year employee. This isn't looking good. 
"Tell me about Metallica," Barbara prods. 

"They're not a bad group of guys to work for. Demanding, but not unreasonable." 

"What about personally?" 

"That's another story. Lars, he's like a cross between Hitler and Bill Gates to work with." 

"Bastard," Lars mutters. 

"He's still better than James, though. The Almighty Hetfield," he snorts. 

Only one person | know calls him that. The rest of us shorten it to Mighty Hetfield. "That's Bob," | blurt. 


"When he's sober, he's a menace. When he's drunk, you're taking your life in your hands to disagree. | don't 
know how many times I've seen one band member or another with Hetfield shaped bruises." 


"Oh, that's fucking wonderfull | sound like a fucking lunatic!" 

"Newsted.there's not a whole lot to say about him. He's an immature little nothing. And a shit bassist" 
"Oh, that's below the belt," Jason mumbles around a mouthful of chips. 

"What about Kirk Hammett?" 

| feel myself tensing. This could be very, very bad. 

"What about the little fag? Even before the rape, I've never met a more screwed up guy. He's got OCD, or 
something. He can't stand being touched, washes his hands all the time. And get him in a crowd, and he's 
useless" 


"In what way?" 


"He just panics, gets all weird Usually, when you see him at awards ceremonies, and all, he's about as coked up 


as he can be and still stand upright" 
"He uses drugs a lot?" 


"Oh yeah. He and Ulrich used to get coked up and just screw each other senseless all the time." 


"Motherfucker!" James growls. "I'm gonna kill the prick" 

"And what about the others?" 

"They're not as bad with the drugs, though god knows, when Newsted's high, he's a hell of a lot less annoying. 
And a better musician. Thats one thing I'll give Hammett. He's a whiny egocentric little bitch, but he's a good 


guitarist.when you can convince him to stop washing his hands after every bar." 


They go to commercial, and Lars stalks from the room. A few minutes later, | hear him yelling German 


obscenities. Whether they're at someone, or just in general, I'm not sure. 


l'm just sitting there, listening to my best friends get trashed, and wishing that | was dead. They don't deserve 
this. They don't deserve to be shredded in public, simply for knowing me. 


Then, my interview comes on | blink, startled. Do | look like that? There's a haunted, timid look in my eyes that 
| hate. | look like I'm waiting to be slapped again. 


Then again, that's pretty accurate. 


They flash up the picture of James and |, and | cringe even now. On screen, | bolt out, and | expect the footage 
to end. Instead, it continues. 


"Mr. Hammett?" she says, looking all shocked that I've left, like she didn’t just humiliate me. 


"What the fuck kind of a journalist are you?" James growls, and the camera pulls back to encompass him in 
the frame. "And where did you get those pictures?" 


He snatches them out of her hands, glaring at her in a way that would make any sane person run and hide. 


Barbara simply stares at him. "I'm doing my duty as a news journalist.” 


"Kirk isn't some fucking news story, you coldhearted bitch! He's been through hell, and all he's gotten is shit 


from all the so-called news journalists." 
"That's our job, Mr. Hetfield. We report the news." 


"Bullshit. This wasn’t reporting. This was you getting tired of getting your asses handed to you in the ratings 
by Nash Bridges." 


With that last word, James stalks from the studio, wiping out the camera as he goes. 


They come back, and Babs wraps up the story with a few pithy words. | wish | could hear them over the way 
my teeth are chattering. Jason touches my shoulder. "Kirk? Are you okay?" 


| shake my head, staring at him. 
"Come on, Kirk. Bedtime." 
James comes over, taking my hand. "Christ, your hands are like ice! Come on, baby. Let's get you tucked in" 


| let myself be led to my bedroom. How can they both be so kind when I've caused so much trouble for them? 


‘lm s-sorry," | whisper. 


"Sssh. Kirk, none of this is your fault." James tucks the blankets around me, and slips out, leaving my light on 


low. 


| lay there, shaking, my thoughts whirling. | can't believe this. I'm not a saint, but for the most part, I've tried 


to be a decent person I've made mistakes, glaring ones, but to deserve this.. 


The walls are doing that closing in thing again. | can't breathe, can't think anymore. My balcony is quiet, the 
stone cool and hard under my cheek as | curl up, staring blindly into the night. 


Its a long time before | finally doze off. 


l0 
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| wake to shouting. It's still dark, my watch says that it's four. 
‘James, cut it the fuck out!" Lars yells. 

"Fuck off, Starz," he snarls. "HII do whatever the fuck | want 

| open my door a crack, looking out. "What's wrong?" 

"Go back to bed, Kirk," Lars orders sharply. 

Fucking dictator. "What's going on?" | open the door a little wider, stepping out into the hallway. 
"Kirk, go the fuck to bed" Lars snarls. "Please." 


There's an odd edge to his voice, it scares me. Not in the panicky way. Its a quiet cold dread. Instead of making 
me go back in my room, it makes me step out, looking fully at him. "What?" 


His attention is drawn away, to something in the living room. "Stay here, please," he hisses, hurrying down the 


hall. 
What the fuck is going on? | tiptoe down the hall, listening to the raised voices. 
"James, you know this isn't the fucking way!" Jason says. 


"What the fuck do you know, Newkid?" James roars. "That bitch ripped him apart, and what did | do? | stood 
there and let her!" 


"There wasn't anything else you could have done," Lars returns. "Anything else would have just made it worse." 


l'm not going to let James beat himself up over this, not if | can help it. | step into the room, nudging Lars out 
of my way. The scent of beer is overpowering, and | feel myself tensing up, the panic starting. 


James turns on Lars, his face bestial, his voice a terrifying roar. "Shut the fuck up! You're the one who 


fucking pushed him into this." In his blind rage, he doesn't seem to notice me. 


‘| know," Lars says softly. "I thought it would help." 

| turn to look at him, and the tears in his jade eyes startle me. "Lars-" 

"THIS IS YOUR FUCKING FAULT!" 

| see Lars' eyes widen, hear Jase shout and | spin to look at James. I'm just in time to see the unopened beer 
bottle in his hand come sailing at Lars..at me. | flinch back, feeling it sail past my head, hearing the glass 
mirror behind me shatter at the impact. 


My scream follows me down into the blackness, echoing through my mind as the terror claims me. 


I'm cold again. Feels like I've always been cold lately. | can hear a soft murmuring, feel a hand stroking my hair. 


| can't quite seem to focus on it, though. 

"How is he?" That's Lars' voice. I'd know that vaguely harsh accent anywhere. 

"Still out of it," Jason murmurs. "How's dickwad?" 

"Down for the count" 

Jason chuckles, but it's not a pleasant noise. "Is that natural, chemical, or mechanically induced?" 
"Mechanically," Lars mutters, a wry edge in his voice. 

"Hand hurt?" 


"James has a hard head" | feel whatever l'm laying on move slightly, then a gentle hand on my forehead. "I'm 


not so sure this tour is a good idea anymore." 
"You're the one who's been pushing for it," Jason returns, exasperation coloring his voice. 


"I know. | thought it would help Kirk to get back to doing what he loves." He sighs softly, and | want to reach 
out, to touch him, tell him that I'll be fine. | still can't quite break free of the blackness, though. 


"Maybe it will. It might be what they both need." 


"Or that might be all it takes for them to self destruct," Lars says sadly. "And if they do, itll be my fault” He 
sighs. "I'd better go check on the other sleeping beauty. | don't trust him not to choke on his own barf" 


The memories are starting to come back to me now of the night before. The interviews, the show. The dinner 
we'd had, and the sweet way James had kissed me. And then, slipping insidiously into my mind, the rage on his 


face, the drunken way he slurred his words. The bottle flying at my head. 


"Its okay, Kirk. You're okay. I'm right here." 


As Jason starts talking, | realize that I'm tensing up, trying to pull away. | force myself to relax, taking deep, 


slow breaths. Finally, | open my eyes, looking into a pair of concerned blue ones. 
Jason smiles slightly, his hand sliding over my hair. He bends, pressing a gentle kiss to my forehead. "Hi." 


| stretch, feeling something pull at the skin of my shoulder. | look over, seeing a pale piece of gauze taped 


there. "What's that?" 

"A little of the glass caught you," he explains. "Think you can sit up? I've got some tea here for you." 

| slowly ease myself into a sitting position, groaning. "Where's James?" 

"He's in bed" The three words are clipped, Jason's anger sliding through. 

| dimly remember Uli saying something about that. "Is he all right?" 

"Yeah. He's wonderful," he mutters. 

With one of those blinding flashes of clarity, | realize something. If | hadn't been dating James, Jason would 
have been after me. This is just fucking wonderful. My boyfriend is reverting back to being an abusive drunk, 
and one of my friends has a crush on me. 

"Kirk, you okay? Where do you think you're going?" 

"Studio," | mutter, pushing myself upright. "Shower, then studio. Got work to do." 

"You need to rest" 

| shake my head. | need to play, to let the guitar scream for me before | lose my mind. "I'm fine, Jason" 


"New definition of it?" Lars murmurs, leaning against the doorway. "Kirk, you don't have to work today." 


| meet his eyes and he nods slightly. "| was going to go in for a little while anyway, get that snare fixed. The 
limo'll be here in twenty minutes. Think you can be ready?" 


| nod. "Yeah. I'm gonna go shower. Think we can convince the driver to swing through McDonalds drive thru for 


pancakes or something?" 


"We'll figure something out." 


On my way to the bathroom, | can't help but stop in James' room. He's sprawled on his back, snoring softly. 
The stale smell of beer and sweat is overwhelming, but | force the fear down, walking over to look at him. 


I've loved him forever. Basically from the moment | saw him, when | walked in the studio all those years ago. 
He was so incredibly hung over, he looked up with this pained expression, mumbling hello. Lars showed me 
around a bit, helped me learn the songs for the album. 

And, somewhere in there, Lars and | ended up together. Neither of us really loved the other, but we needed 


someone who would understand. Our lives were changing so fast, we grabbed onto each other as tight as we 


could and held on for the ride. 


Then, after Cliff died, it was all we could do to keep our heads above water. It's only been the last year or so 


that we were both finally ready to consider each other. 
And now..God only knows. 

| bend, stroking a wisp of hair off his forehead. 

"He didn't mean to hit you," Lars says from the doorway. 


"| know. It's just what we do best. Hurt each other." | bend, pressing a gentle kiss to his lips. The taste of stale 


beer, the scent of smoke explodes on my tongue, and | gag. 


Lars‘ gaze is still that same sad, direct look | can't handle it right now. | slide past him, ducking into the 


bathroom, nausea churning my stomach. 


l'm getting damned sick of throwing up. | shower quickly, pulling my hair back into a tight ponytail. My contacts 
feel like they've been glued into my eyes, so | pop them out and put on my glasses. 


Normally, | don't wear leather pants to the studio, but today, | need the little confidence boost. If Bob wants to 
bitch about how they creak, he can.shit. Why antagonize him? | change, pulling on the usual studio uniform of 
a t-shirt and black jeans. 


Lars is bouncing, glancing at his watch when | come out. "All set?" 


| nod, following him silently down into the press of reporters. Without James there to be intimidating, they're 


merciless, crowding us, trying to cut us off from the limo. Hello, security? Anyone? 


Lars makes a little frustrated noise, cursing softly. We've been driven over towards the barrier where the 


motherfuckers are supposed to be. Now, only a handful of fans are there. 


An idea pops into my mind, and | lean down, so Lars'll hear me. "Got any business cards, or anything like that 


on you?" 


"Huh? Yeah, why?" 
| grin. "Gimme." 


Lars gives me an odd look, but pulls out a pack of guitar picks with the Met logo on them. "I was gonna 


surprise you with them.’ 

| glance down. They're hot pink How fucking perfect. "Can you block them for me?" 

"What are you up to, Kirk?" 

"Trust me, Uli” He nods, turning back to the press, trying to keep them off my back. 

| smile at one of the fans. "Hi" 

Her eyes go wide. "Hi." 

"Do you have tickets to the concert?" 

"Yeah, | can't wait," she enthuses. 

"How'd you like a backstage pass?" 

"Who do | have to kill?" 

| love our fans. God, | love our fans. "You don't. All you have to do is buy us a few seconds." | outline my plan 
and she nods, quickly pulling the others over. | hand her some of the picks. "Show these to anyone at the Club 


Met table, and they'll take care of you." 


Lars looks back at me, getting pissed. Here, he's got microphones shoved practically down his throat, and I'm 
chatting up the fans? "Uli! Come on!" 


| grab his jacket, pushing him towards the barrier. A moment later, we're over it, and our new friends are 


closing in behind us, blocking the press of reporters. 
The limo driver, who's getting a bonus, sees what's going on, and pulls up so we can make our getaway. 


"Where the FUCK was security?" Lars snarls into his cell phone. "Oh. Wonderful. Look, I'm gonna have some of 


our guys come down, okay? That way, even if there's a disturbance around the building, we're covered’ 


Ten minutes later, we're settled The MetClub people know what the pink picks mean, and Gio'll meet us at the 
studio. 


"Nice job, Kirk," Lars murmurs. "I'd almost forgotten what a devious bastard you can be." 


| smirk, sinking back into the sofa. "We might as well just head to the studio. | don't think we'd make it through 
the drive thru." 


"Yeah, true. I'll send someone out for food. 
"Cool." 


| relax, closing my eyes and breathing deeply. | need to focus, steel myself for the day's work. In my mind, | 
hear a single note, the sound of one lone string wailing. 


Perfect. | add another note, the pure sound blending, changing. Then, another, until | have a chord. Then, | take 
the notes away, until I'm left with that single pure sound. I've used that as a focal point for years. It's my 
favorite meditation, and it relaxes me quickly. 


| open my eyes, nodding firmly. | can do this. 


Lars smiles oddly as we pull up in front of the studio. | can see the reassuring bulk of Gio, clearing us a path 


to the doorway. 


Oh, that's nice. We make it to the door without being bothered once. As soon as the door opens, heavenly 


scents assail me. That isn't McDonalds, that's for damn sure. | walk in, eyes widening. 
The table is full of food. Good food. | look at Lars, who's openly grinning. Little shit. 
"You're not eating enough lately. Your jeans are getting loose.” 


"If | eat like this, | won't be able to button the damn things!" 


Lars shrugs, grabbing a plate. "Oh, like you couldn't stand to put on a couple of pounds. You and Jason, | swear. 
It's sick. He eats like a goddamned horse, and he's still a toothpick. | swear, he's got a tapeworm." 


This coming from the man who seems to vibrate when he stands still. Under his watchful eyes, | eat more 


than | should, stuffing myself on some fruit crepes. 


Considering that I'd puked up my guts that morning, | was a little hungry. Eventually, Lars wanders off to see 
if the new snare is in yet, and | pick up my guitar, plugging in quickly. 


| warm up slowly, easing into the new song, horsing around with it for a while. Finally, | take a deep breath, 


heading into the booth. Might as well face it now. 


Instead of Bob and Randy, there's a stranger sitting at the mixing desk, a pair of headphones covering his ears. 
He glances up as | come in, offering me a welcoming smile. "Hey, | was listening to you warming up. Sounds 
good." 

"Thanks," | reply automatically. "Uh.who are you?" It's rude, but | don't care. 

"Kirk, I'd like you to meet Dave Thoener. He's our new producer." 

| stand there, blinking like a moron Did | fall down a rabbit hole while | wasn't looking? "Producer?" 

"Yeah. Dave, can you give us a minute?" 

"Sure thing. | want to check that one amp, there's a nasty buzz from it," he says. 

"Thanks." 

He strolls out, letting the door close behind him. "But-" 

"Kirk, what did you think? We were just going to let Bob abuse the hell out of you?" 


"You have before," | mutter, looking down, trying to keep the resentment out of my voice. 


"Kirk" He waits until | look up. "I'm sorry. | had no idea how badly he was riding you, or he'd have been gone 


long ago. Why didn't you say something?" 
| shrug. "He's a good producer, and he got us the sound we wanted." 


Lars shakes his head slightly. "Christ, have you always been this whipped? Why does the Kirk Hammett who'll 


bitch me out at the drop of a hat disappear the moment we go to record?" 


| shrug. "It wasn't worth the trouble it always got me to stand up. All that got me was Bob ripping me apart 
verbally, and then bitching to James, which usually got me a right cross to the jaw or more recently, a good 


screaming at." 


Lars closes his eyes for a second. "You're right. We fucked up. I'm sorry" 


I'd like to assure him that it's all right, that he's forgiven. | can't, though. | can't shake the feeling that the 
only reason we got rid of Bob is that he went after Lars. That otherwise, he'd still be here. "So, who's this 


guy?" 


"He used to work with Meatloaf, now he's been working with Papa Roach, and a couple of others. He'll get us 


the sound we want." 


He walks out, and Dave comes back in, still smiling. "| heard the tape you did yesterday. If it weren't for that 
damned amp, you'd be done. | loved the way you wound the old Spiderman theme into the riffs." 


"Thanks." 
"Ready to get some work done?" 


"| guess so. So..did you draw the short straw or something? Get stuck working with the neurotic fairies?" Oh, 


that didn't sound at all bitter.. 

"Pardon?" Dave asks. 

"Who'd you piss off to get stuck with us?" 

"No one. When Lars called, | was thrilled. Come on, how often do you get offered a job with Metallica?" 
| blink. "You don't mind the press and all?" 


"That's kind of a pain in the ass, but hey, its one song. If you like what | do with it, by the time you'd be doing 
the album, it'll all have quieted down nicely, and no one will remember a damn thing.” Dave shrugs. "As far as 
the gay thing, | don't give a fuck. I'm not, but why the hell would it be my business?" He grins slyly. "I won't 
hold it against you if you won't hold my being straight against me." 


| find myself laughing as | sit down. | think | like Dave. If he's as fast on the mixing board as he is with his 
mouth, this could be the start of something good. And it's about goddamned time. 


| play the piece through, letting Dave get a feel for it first. He nods along with the beat, then makes a couple 
suggestions. Suggestions! He doesn’t jump up and down, demanding that | do it his way. | take one, tightening up 
the second bar of the chorus a little. By lunchtime, we're both happy with the body of the song. 


Finally, we're ready to get down to business. | play it through once, and he nods slightly. "That was pretty good, 
but it wasn't what you did yesterday. Give it another go, and try to put that emotion into it" 


| fight down the urge to glare at Dave. "Put that emotion into it," | mutter tightly. "Sure, no problem." Dick. 
Does he think | can just drum it up on cue? Christ, I'm sick of this shit. If it's not Bob bitching, it's Mr. 
Goddamn Happy over here. What's next, a group hug? 


| start playing, still annoyed. Three minutes and fifty nine seconds later, | finish, to find Dave beaming. "Works 


every time." 
"What?" 


"Knew if | just tweaked at you a bit, you'd get pissed enough to do it" He flicks a switch. "Take a listen" 


The amp shrieks to life, and | stare. | played that? Damn. It's... 
"Perfect," a voice murmurs behind me. "Absolutely perfect" 
| turn, seeing a vaguely familiar face. "Can | help you, Mr-" 


"Jesus, Sam, where the hell did you go," comes another voice, unmistakable. 

Oh, God. | don't know whether to genuflect or babble like Lars. That is Sam-Fucking-Rami, and Bruce-Goddamn- 
Campbell. A third head pokes in behind Bruce, and | gape further. And Ted Rami. Holy fuck. Joxer the Mighty is 
standing in my studio. 

Okay, so I'm a fanboy. Sue me. 

"Uh..sorry, didn't recognize you," | mumble. Christ, | sound like Jason. | clear my throat. "It's a pleasure to meet 
you." | hesitantly offer my hand. Yeah, the OCD is screaming at me, and I'll probably be paying for it later, but 
Ill be damned if | don't shake his hand. "Kirk Hammett. It's a pleasure to meet you." 

"Sam Rami. | understand you're a bit of a horror buff?" 

| grin, shrugging. "Yeah, a bit" 

"Have you had lunch yet?" 


"Nope. | was working for the slave driver over there." | offer Dave a grin. 


"Well, the slave driver says that you can go take a break, if you want. I'd like to tighten the intro up, but that 


can wait." 
"Cool," Bruce says. "Lunch, then?" 


| start to nod, then hesitate. "Are you sure you want to do that? I'd love to, but l'm kind of the press’ 
favorite target right now." 


Bruce shrugs. "Fuck ‘em. I'm driving. They get in front of me, and I'll run their asses over." 
| nod. "Cool. Let me just let Lars know where l'm going." 


The little dictator lifts his head as | shut the door behind me. "Hej." 


"Do you know who's out there? Sam Ramil" 


"Who? Oh, the director. Cool. | know you like his stuff. Get an autograph or something, why don't you?" 
"l'm going to lunch with them." 


The jade eyes focus on me, then, unbelievably, Lars starts laughing. "Kirk, you're a member of an ungodly 


famous heavy metal band. Stop acting like some pimply-faced teenage clerk at a comic book store." 


"Yeah, yeah, | know." | glare at him, but he just laughs harder. Finally, | join in. "Okay, l'm a geek. So fucking 


what?" 


Lunch is a kick Get four horror buffs together, add food (and that little hit of coke | did in the bathroom 
before we left), stir well, and let it rip. We probably looked like the worst nerds from high school come to life. 
You know, the ones with no social skills who played D €D on their lunch breaks. 


That's us. We sat there, eating and laughing, having a good old time. Sam got me to promise to come to the 
opening of the movie, and to force James to come along. Why the hell not. 


They dropped me back at the front door with promises to get together after our tour. They may be empty 
promises, who knows? | think they're what | need now, though. 
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Gio leans into me as | pass, offering him a smile. "Lars said | should warn you that James is here." 


So much for that whole good mood deal. Just the memory of his face this morning..my hands start to shake. 


God, | hate this. 
| make a quick stop in the bathroom, noting that the litle vial is already a quarter of the way empty. Next 
time, I'll have to get a bigger one. With my glasses on, it's hard to see how fucked up my eyes look. Must 


remember that. 


James is sitting by the mixing console, head in his hands. He's the very picture of a hangover. | don't stop to 
think about it, simply pick up my guitar and pluck the string. 


Everyone jumps a little as a high pitched wail screams through the room. James nearly falls off the chair, 
giving a pained little cry and clutching at his temples. 


If | say that | don't feel a nasty little twinge of satisfaction, I'd be lying. 


James comes to his feet slowly, as though even that pains him. As he turns, | see a nasty bruised area on his 


jaw, and | fight the urge to go comfort him. 

"Lars, Jason, Dave..would you give us a minute?" 

They all run like their asses are on fire, leaving James and | alone in the room. 

"Nice bruise," | murmur, the soundproofing flattening my voice, taking any color out of it. "Whatd you do?" 
"| walked into Lars fist," he says dryly. 

"Ah" 


"| deserved it. l'm so sorry, Kirk. | didn't mean.| should know better." He steps close to me, but not touching. 


"I'm an asshole." 


"Yeah, you are. Even without all that's happened, | wouldn't take that shit, James. That was why | finally agreed 


to start seeing you. We were both finally sober at the same time." | stare into his eyes, wishing | could hate 


him, or at least feel less for him. Truth is, | love him. 
"I know. Please forgive me." He stretches out a hand, touching my cheek lightly. 
| turn my head, kissing his hand, nuzzling it. "You know | can't stay pissed at you." 


He smiles softly. "Fucking good thing, too." His hand slides lower, to cup my neck, pull me gently closer, and | go, 
tilting my chin up for a kiss. 


James is such a good kisser. Soft, warm lips, mobile tongue, just right. For such a bad ass rock start, there's a 


sort of sweetness to it, like he's never completely outgrown the gawky kid he was. 

| think that's part of his appeal in general. On one hand, he's the Mighty Fucking Hetfield On the other, he's still 
the sweet kid who couldn't understand why the other kids made fun of him for his families religion. He's never 
lost that vulnerability, that faintly wounded air. 

His lips brush over mine lightly, just the softest pressure. | deepen it, leaning into him, kissing him back harder. 
"Love you, Kirk," he whispers against my mouth. | take advantage of it, flicking my tongue over his lower lip, 
pulling it between my teeth. 


"Love you, too," | murmur sucking gently on it. 


His hands stroke restlessly over my back, kneading the muscles with a sure, light touch. | close the distance 


between our bodies, pressing against him. 
We're both hard, bodies aching, rubbing against each other with little thrusts of our hips. 
"Kirk," he groans pulling back. "Enough. My control's shot." 


| look up at him, heavy lidded. I'd forgotten the one other thing coke does to me. Makes me horny as all fuck. 
Without a word, | reach up, pulling his lips back to mine. 


God, he tastes good. He's letting me be the aggressor for the most part, letting my tongue delve into it's 
warm depths. | drag my tongue over the roof of his mouth, feeling him shudder against me. 


| can do this. | will fucking do this. 


| slide my hand down from his neck, sliding over his chest, feeling a nipple pebble under my touch, until my 
fingertips slide over the zipper of his jeans, cupping his erection, stroking him gently. 


"Kirk," he breathes. 


"Sssh, let me try this, James. Let me make love to you?" | beg softly. 


"Kirk, we're in the studio," he breathes. 

"So?" | lean up, nipping at his throat. "If you don't want me to." 

"I want, | want," he growls softly. "Please, Quirk.waited so long for this, to touch you." 

| shiver as his hands cup my ass, lifting me against him, grinding our bodies together. Fuck, that feels good. 


| fumble his shirt open, lowering my head to kiss over his chest, flicking my tongue over one tight nipple, 
watching it draw up into a little pebble. 


"God, Kirk," his head lolls back, and | take advantage, licking over the tight cords, up to suck on his earlobe. 


James goes wild, shivering and making those little noises in his throat. His hands tighten convulsively on my 


hips. "Killing me," he murmurs. “Can | touch you?" 
| consider it. "We can try." 


His fingers slide very carefully under my shirt, finding one hard nipple and pinching it lightly. While | was in the 
hospital, they took out all my piercings, and | haven't gotten it redone. Still, it feels so fucking good.. 


He tugs the shirt up, bending to kiss a path over my chest. God..oh, fuck! He's sucking at me now, flicking his 


tongue over it until | think I'm gonna pass out. 
Mmmm.hand stroking my cock through my jeans. Damn, he's good. "Please, James." 
"Let me taste you, Kirk?" 


| nod, shivering as he unbuttons the pants, sliding them down around my ankles. Under the pleasure, there's a 


cold shiver of fear, but | fight it, forcing it away. | WILL do this. 

Ooooh, fuuuck! His tongue feels so warm, sliding over me, teasing around the head. So good.. 
"Fuck me, Kirk," he whispers against my cock, taking me teasingly inch by inch, sucking gently. 
| shudder, arching into his mouth. "Yes! Oh God, James, please...” 


He stands up, kissing me again and | knot my fingers in his hair, slanting my lips over his with bruising force, 
my tongue darting in and out of his mouth with abandon 


"Fuck me," he begs. "Please Kirk, need you inside me." 


| nod, yanking his jeans down and digging my fingers into his ass hard. He whimpers, arching against me. "You'd 
better tell me that we have something to use as lube around here," | moan. 


"Uh." James looks around the studio wildly. "There!" He points to a small blue and yellow can. 
"James, that's WD-40," | snort. 
"| don't give a fuck. It's going in my ass, not yours, for Christ's sake!" 


"Fine," | grab it, looking at the little red straw stuck to the nozzle. With a shrug, | position it over my cock, my 
finger tightening on the button. 


"James, Kirk?" Lars' voice accompanies a sharp rapping on the door. "Could you come out here?" 
"Fuck," | curse. "We're in the middle of something, Uli!" 

| know that! The police want to talk to you, though." 

"Police?" James curses long and hard. "Fine, we're coming." 

"No, that's the problem," | mutter. "We're not." 

James laughs, bending to kiss me lightly. "Rain check, baby. Tonight, I'm all yours. And we'll have proper lube." 
| nod, and we set about putting our clothes back to rights. 

Finally, we step out, blinking at the small contingent of LAPD. "Yes?" 

"James Hetfield? We'd like to ask you some questions." 

"About what?" 

"About your whereabouts last night, sir." 

"| was in our hotel room," James says. 

‘Is that where you got that bruise, sir?" 

"Yes. Lars and | had a..disagreement" 

"| see. And you were there all night?" 


"After Lars clocked me, | was unconscious the rest of the night," James says impatiently. "What's this all 


about?" 

‘lm sorry sir, we're going to have to ask you to come with us." 

"Why?" James growls. 

"This morning, somewhere between four and six am, your former producer, Robert Rock, was murdered." 
"Do you have a warrant?" Lars asks, pulling out his cell phone. 

"No sir. At this time, we just want get Mr. Hetfield's statement." 

"You'll understand if | want our lawyer there?" 

"Of course, sir. He can meet us there." 


‘Its okay, Lars," James murmurs. "I was home all night, you know that. Hell, during that time, | was 


unconscious." 

"Yeah, | know. I'm the one who put you out." 

James glances at me, and | force a smile. He answers it. "We'll get there someday, | swear, Quirk" 
"Better be fucking soon," | grouse. 


He leaves with the cops, and the rest of us stare at each other, stunned. Bob is dead? Damn, | wished it a few 


times, but I'd always dreamed that it would be at my hands. 

| trot over, flipping on the television in the corner of the room. 

Headline News has it as the top story. 

“Christ, isn't there some war going on somewhere that deserves top billing?" Lars mutters. 


The anchorwoman, who's way too fucking happy to be reporting murder, hands it over to my buddy, the one | 
tossed Mickey at. 


He nods gravely. "This is Don Robertson reporting live from a grisly scene in Beverly hills, where this morning, 


metal music producer Bob Rock was brutally murdered." 


| sit there watching with growing horror as they chronicle his career, focusing on our last few albums. 


Then, of course, they feel obliged to rehash the events of the last few months, including the 20/20 interview. 


"With Metallica in the studio, working on their latest song, one has to wonder how they can withstand yet 
another tragedy. This is Don Roberston reporting. Back to you, Debbie." 


We all just sit there, staring at the screen My god, this is really happening. Bob is dead, and James-hell, 


probably all of us-are under suspicion 
"| don't fucking believe this," Jason mumbles. 


I'd better get to work on a statement," Lars mutters. "Fucked if | want to say something nice about him, but 


itll look better if we do.” 

| nod slowly. "That's probably a good plan. As soon as James’ done with the cops, we can take care of it! 
"Do you think you can give the statement?" Lars asks. 

"Huh? Me? Yeah.| guess | can. Why?" 


He sighs. "This is going to sound cold, but you and Jason are the most sympathetic members. After James 


went all-" 
"Hetfield," | supply. 


"Yeah. After he went Hetfield on Barbara, he's not exactly the media darling. Neither am |. You and Jase, 
though..." 


"Fine." | nod slowly. | can read off a card. 

Jason stands up, stretching. "So we get to play James and Lars?" 

| grin. "I get to be James." 

"Wait a minute, | wanna be James!" 

"But you get to cuss more if you're Lars," | point out reasonably. 

"True. Okay, fuck it. I'll be Lars." He drops to his knees, looking up at me with dancing blue eyes. 
| pat him on the head and imitate James’ growl. "Did they make you bend over?" 

Lars tries for a glare, but doesn't quite make it. "You two are the shits," he finally manages. 


| bow slightly. "Always glad to be of service." 


"Come on then, James. Let's go work on a statement." 
"If "James" is reading it, make sure it has plenty of single syllable words,’ Jason cracks. 


| flip him off, laughing. It would be so much easier if | loved Jason. He's everything a guy could want; sweet, 


funny, caring. 


| won't say there wasn't a time | was a little taken with him. Back when we he first started, and we used him 


as band fucktoy, | used to have a thing for him. 


Its funny. We used him, treated him like shit, but when the walls crumbled, and one of us lost it, he was 
always there to hold us. 


Just like he's been there for me the past couple of months. He'd probably smack me if | mentioned the word 
non-threatening in relationship to him, but he really is. Jason's just a big teddy bear. A hyperactive teddy 


bear, to be sure, but still. 


I've always kind of wished he and Lars would get together. They both have that inexhaustible energy source, 
but Jason's so much more laid back. It would be good for Uli. 


Sometimes, | worry about Lars. He gets so wrapped up with the business part of things, so incredibly 
frustrated with it. All any of us ever wanted to do was to be able to make a living off of making music. 


Thanks to him, we've more than accomplished that. But, he gets so stressed out about the details. Sometimes, 


| think he needs someone to distract him now and then 


Someone who can pull him away from work, remind him that there's a world beyond Metallica and album sales, 


and Napster, and the press. 

Since Jason rarely thinks about any of that, it'd be a good match. 

But what do | know? I'm just here to look pretty. 

The unwitting echo of Bob's last words to me slice through my defenses painfully. Fuck. 
"You coming, Kirk?" 

| lift my head, seeing the concerned look in Lars’ eyes. "Yeah. Right behind you." 


It takes us the better part of the evening to work out a statement that | think | can stomach reading. Now, if 


only James would get back. 


Jason's bouncing around the room, driving us all crazy. There's something between Lars and he, some sort of 


tension. Maybe I'll get my wish after all. 


Around eight, our lawyer calls, says that they're done with the cops. He's not overly concerned. James’ alibi is 


pretty solid. 


‘I'd be less concerned if he'd kept his hands off Bob, but there should have been enough time that they'll be 


able to tell the injuries were incurred well before the time of death," he says. 

After we hang up, | turn to Lars. "What did he do?" 

‘Kirk, he really-" 

"What did he fucking do, Uli?" | snarl 

Lars sighs. "He just slapped Bob around a little. Split his lip, probably blackened his eye. That's about it! 
"Christ," | mutter. "What a fucking mess” 


Jason sits down next to me, rubbing my shoulder gently. "Kirk, you know how he feels about you. He wasn't 


going to let Bob go after you like that without some kind of rebuttal.” 


| lean into him with a sigh. "You make it sound like we're a pack of wolves, for Christ's sake. What's next? Are 


we gonna start pissing on our mic stands?" 


| feel Jason jerk under me with a snort of laughter. "That could be interesting. Don't think James hasn't 


thought about it." 
"Wonder if that would work with the masters of our songs?" Lars mutters. 


"Probably. Who would want to touch them after that?" Jason snickers. The chuckle is nearly drowned out by 


the sudden snarl that issues from his stomach. 
"Jesus, Jason!" | yelp, jumping. "Can't you just say that you're hungry?" 
He grins. "Okay. I'm starved. Anyone else wanna order something to eat?" 


Lars nods, scooping up the phone book. "We could have something delivered. | don't know about you, but I'm not 


in the mood for over priced cardboard" 
"Sounds good. How about Thai?" | suggest. 


‘lll meet you halfway," Lars offers. "There's a place down the road that does Japanese/Chinese. They have a 


menu in here." 


| lean over his shoulder, reading the descriptions. If they're half as good as they sound, I'll be happy. "Works 
for me. Better get James something, too." 


"Will do." 

The poor guy at the Chinese place nearly has a coronary when | call the order in For four guys, we can put 
away a lot of food. Besides, we've got a fridge and a microwave. This could be breakfast for the next couple 
days, if we get going in the studio. 


After | finish that, | call down to the front desk, letting them know that a delivery is expected. 


When it arrives, Jason and | head down for it. Lars is on the phone with god only knows who, snapping out 
orders like he owns the world. 


As Lars'll tell you, give him time. 

There's two delivery guys out there, carrying two bags apiece. Okay, so we're pigs. Sue us. 

They don't seem to mind hauling all the stuff in when they get their tip. 

The food smells incredible. Jason and | debate just ripping into it, having a picnic in the elevator. 
Lars has progressed to yelling orders when we return, along with a few choice words in German. 


"This is not our fucking fault! Look, itll be done. Don't worry about it. Yeah, | know. We'll get it done. Period. Got 


it? Fine." 

He slams the phone down. "Pikslikker.” 

"What's up, Uli?" 

He shakes his head. "The Marvel people are getting nervous about having us connected with the movie." 


"They're dumping us?" Jason asks. | simply stare, my stomach dropping. 


"They tried, but Kirk's new buddy blocked them. As long as we have the song done, and the tape to the studio 
by Friday, we're fine." 


"We can do that. I'm almost done my part, and James never takes that long on lyrics. You're working on the 


drum fills, so as soon as we get Jason's part done, we'll be good to go." 


"Kirk's new buddy?" Jason asks. 
"Sam Rami. He went to lunch with him Today." 
"Cooll" 


We dig into the food, chatting and laughing. I'm in the process of decimating a veggie eggroll when | realize that 


its been over an hour since we heard from the lawyer, and still no James. "Wonder where Het is?" 


"Probably stopped off to grab something to eat," Lars says. "And possibly at the studio, to blow off some 


steam." 


By Il:30, none of us are quite as sanguine about it. I've called the studio, but Barney, the guy who does the 
night shift says that he hasn't seen James. 


At midnight, | can't take it any more. "I'm going over the studio. When he gets in, let me know." 
"Il go with you-" Jason offers, starting to rise from the sofa. 


"No. | need some space." | soften it with a smile, and a gentle kiss on top his head. "Thanks for the offer, Jase. 


Would you call me a cab?" 


| change clothes, switching into the black leather pants and tank top. Paired with a loose button down shirt, you 
don't even notice the little holster in the back of the pants. 


The cabbie isn’t thrilled with having to fight his way clear of the press people, but he does it anyway. | make a 
dash from the cab to the studio, locking the door securely behind me. 


Barney greets me, not at all surprised to see someone in the middle of the night. He's worked with us before. 


| get comfortable and start warming up. It occurs to me that we're restarting the tour in a week, and | 


haven't played anything other than the new song for quite a while. 
Unless | want to suck up my triumphant return, I'd better start practicing. 


Fortunately, some of these songs are nearly twenty years old. I'm not going to forget them. Ever. 
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l'Il be an old man, in the nursing home, mumbling "G, shift into E." 

The thought makes me smile. It fades quickly as | hear the rattle of the key in the lock. 

Only a couple of other people have that key. Three of them, | trust with my life. One, | just met. One, is dead, 
and | have no idea where his key is. Its that thought that makes me reach behind me, resting my hand on the 
butt of the gun 

The door shuts, and | tense, hearing footsteps in the hallway. Then, a loud thud. 

Shit! The little gun slides from the holster soundlessly, training on the doorway. 


"Fucking thing," comes a distinctive growl. 


All the fear drains away abruptly at the familiar voice. It's replaced quickly by relief as | shove the gun back 
into its holster. 


And anger. 

"Where the fuck have you been?" | ask, stalking out into the hall 

James blinks blearily at me. "Quirk? Fuck. Din't think you'd be here." 

The blast of alcohol on his breath makes my stomach tighten, but I'm too pissed to care. 
"Think? That's not exactly your strong suit, is it." 

"| just-" 


"Went out and got blasted. | notice. Didn't you think to fucking call?" I'm still walking forward, backing him 
against the wall, 


"No, [+ 


"Shut up, James. | don't want to hear it. | waited up, worried out of my mind. | can't believe you'd do this to 


me! Didn't you learn your lesson last night?" 
He smiles suddenly. "Yeah, that's why | came here. No Lars to clock me." 


Suddenly, it all seems too much. He's laughing, when I've been losing my mind all night. "I wouldn't want to 


deprive you," | snap, drawing back my fist. 

Ouch! That fucking hurt! 

lt makes a satisfying thud against his jaw, though. He sits down abruptly, blinking confusedly. 

"What was that for?" 

"You son of a bitch! Fuck this, James. If you're gonna start this shit again, you can forget about us." | go over, 
yanking the wires out of my guitar and turning off the amp. "| don't need this right now. And | don't need you," 
| lie. 

"Kirk, please-" 

"Tell Lars that I'll be here when | fucking well get here," | mutter. 


"Kirk, | don't want you to-" 


"Yeah. Put what you want in one hand and spit in the other James. See which fills up first" | stalk out into the 
night, glad that the press has apparently given up for the night. 


It's August, so even at night, it's not that cool in southern California, but there's a nice breeze. 


| walk for what seems like forever, until | come to a nice little park. Then, | sink down onto the bench, letting 


my head fall forward into my hands. How did things get this fucked up? 


If my mind knows the answer, it's not telling. Instead, it just whirls, like a dog chasing it's tail. | love James so 
much. But l'm starting to wonder if that's enough. 


My pocket chirps at me, and | pull out my cell phone. The caller ID tells me that it's Lars. 
If | don't pick up, he's liable to call the police. 

| flip it open with a sigh. "Yeah." 

"Where the fuck are you?" 


‘lm. don't know. A park somewhere." | look around, noting a little street sign across the way. "I'm in Oakcrest 


park" 

"Oakcrest, Oakcrest.How'd you get there?" 

"| walked. Look, | told James, I'l be in the studio later this morning, Lars" 
"Fuck the studio, Kirk. Are you all right?" 


| feel unfamiliar tears prick the back of my eyes at that simple question. "I don't know, Uli," | whisper tightly. "l 
just don't know." 


| can hear him moving around, and a door shutting. "Do you want me to come pick you up? We don't have to 


come back here, go somewhere and talk?" 
| sigh. "No, thanks though. | just need to get it together." 


"Do you think that next time you could not get it together on James jaw next time? We kinda need him to be 
able to sing." 


"He's lucky | didn't try to kick a field goal with his balls," | snort. "He's so sorry, he won't do it again, so what 
does he do? He shows up tanked the very next night. Fucker!" 


"| know," Lars sighs. "I'm getting too old for this shit." 


"That makes two of us. Too old, and too neurotic for it" | push myself upright. "Okay, Uli. I'm gonna walk for a 
little longer, then I'll catch a cab back." 


"You don't have to, you know. If you need a little more time to yourself, you're only about three blocks from 
the Hampton Inn" 


"What, you dont want me back?" 

"Jason brought James back here: 

"Ah. Maybe I'll do that. | can always stop by for clothes later" 

"Hell with that, just call him with your room number, and I'll send Gio over with something” 
"Thanks, Lars" 

"Not a problem, Hamlet" He hesitates. "Should | tell James anything for you?" 


"Ill leave it up to you." 


He gives an evil | little chuckle. "In that case, | wasn't able to get a hold of you." 
He hangs up, and | tuck it away, strolling up the road to the lit up Hampton Inn sign. 


Normally, they wouldn't take someone off the street at three am, but a gold card tends to solve that problem. 


Their suite is nice, soft cool sheets, a hot shower. 


It's nearly four by the time | slip under the covers, shivering at the blast of air conditioning. Despite the 
thoughts tumbling in my mind, | doze off quickly. 


lts full daylight when | bolt upright, shaking and whimpering, trying to shake off the familiar tendrils of 
nightmare. 


Dammit! | haven't had that thing since..since we got to LA. Since | had my bandmates around me all the time. 
Christ! Am | going to spend the rest of my life afraid to sleep alone? 


That's gonna be a problem on tour. Sometimes we get a suite, but sometimes, we have to settle for separate 


rooms. Fucking wonder Tul. 


| hate to do it, but maybe | could use a little something to help me sleep. That shit they gave me when my 
shoulder acted up always knocked me out. What was it called.Parafon. Parafon Forte. It's not addictive, that's 
why they gave it to me. 


| think its time to call my doctor. My shoulder's starting to tense up again. He'll be thrilled. He always told me 
that the yoga wouldn't work. 


| shower again and call Gio, to let him know where | am. Twenty minutes later, a set of clean clothes and 


assorted toiletries appears at my door. | love Gio. 


He tells me that he'll be waiting in the car downstairs, and that Lars has scheduled the press conference for 


three o'clock this afternoon. 


Since it's nearly twelve now, I'd better get a move on. | shake out the clothes, noting with pleasure that Lars 


thought to stick a hairbrush and a couple of ponytail holders in there. 


Course, Lars’ taste in clothes leaves a little to be desired. He's sent over a pair of old leather jeans, so worn 
that the leather is softer than any cloth. They started out black, now faded to a dark charcoal color. I've 
bulked up a little since | bought them, nearly five years ago, so they're a little snug. 


The black tank top is okay, my normal uniform for studio time. The black mesh shirt for over top is a little 


much. 


Gio doesn't mind stopping at the hotel, which is good. | leave the gun in its normal place at my bedside and 
grab one of James’ button down shirts. It'll be big, but it smells good. 


Yes, | know how pathetic | am. 


When | walk in the studio, only Lars is there. He comes over, hugging me gently. "James and Jason ran down to 


pick up some more strings." 

| nod tightly. l'm nowhere near ready to see James. "Do you have the statement with you?" 
He hands me a note card. "See if that's everything we wanted." 

| look down, skimming over it. "Yeah, itll work Have they said anymore on Bob?" 


"Nah. The cops have a press conference at five today, they say that they'll give some more details. 
Apparently, it was pretty ugly." Lars shrugs loosely. 


"Lovely. | hear the door open, and tense, despite Lars’ gentle touch on my arm. 

Jason bounces in, waving large guitar-shaped package in front of me. "Oh, good. We got you a present, Quirk" 
He presses it into my hand, leaning in to give me a light hug. "Don't ever fucking scare me like that again," he 
breathes, standing back up. "This is from all three of us." 

"Thanks, Jase." | open it, trying to ignore the tall man walking into the room. 

A soft giggle slips from my mouth as the paper falls off the guitar. It's a Paul Reed Smith, fucking gorgeous 
piece of work On the front, there's a stylized version of the Camp Chaos comics. There's me, fluffing my hair, 


Lars swinging from the drum kit, Jason headbanging, and James, complete with hair on fire. 


It's sick, twisted, and | fucking love it. "Oh, | love it! Its perfect! | think I'll play this one Saturday night. Thank 


you all, so much." 


Lars smirks slightly. "I still cant believe that you like those fucking things. According to them, all | do is bounce 


and swear." 

All three of us raise an eyebrow at him. 

"Oh, fuck you all” 

Laughing, | head over to my seat to string my new toy. As lim bent over the instrument, a sweet scent wafts 


to me. Smells like.orchids? | lift my head, seeing a vase of flowers resting on my table. The small card nestled 


in them simply says: Forgive me? 


| sigh, finishing the stringing. | hate this. | truly, truly hate this. 


Finally, | raise my head. James is sitting in the corner, absently scribbling in his notebook He won't look at me. 


That shouldn't hurt nearly as much as it does. 


Without a thought of what l'm planning, | stride over, grabbing the strings to that infernal hooded muscle 
shirt. God, | hate that thing. James makes a little noise of protest, but he drops the book, following obediently. 


| drag him down the hall, into the bathroom. It's private, at least. 
He stares at the floor, like he's afraid to meet my eyes. "James, sit down" 


He obediently flips the lid down, perching on the toilet. This is my life. Heart to heart talks can't happen in 


normal places, no. That would be too easy. 
"What are we doing to each other?" | ask softly. "What the hell is going on, James?" 
"| fucked up again," he mutters. "I don't know why. Everything | care about, | hurt somehow.’ 


"I hurt you, too," | whisper, stroking a fingertip over his bruised cheek. "lm sorry. | didn't mean to lose my 


temper like that." 
"| deserved it." 


"No, you didn't" | sigh. "It's been such a fucked up couple of months, hasn't it? Half the time, | still don't know 


whether l'm coming or going. Just when | think I'm getting back on track, | derail again 


He takes my hand, stroking his thumb over my knuckles. "Kirk, you have to give yourself some time, baby. 
What you went through. couldn't do it. You're so much stronger than me." 


| snort softly. 


"Look at me, Kirk Nothing happened to me, but l'm still a mess. Just the thought of the pain you've had to 
endure, the fear..| can't imagine it. And | can't make it better." He lowers his head again. "All| can do is try to 


forget it" 


Moving gingerly, | perch on his lap. "Look at me," | order. | wait for his eyes to meet mine. "I'm trying, James. | 
really am. And, I'll get past this. But, not because I'm strong. Because | know what's waiting for me. | want to be 


whole for you." 


He burrows his head against my chest with something that sounds like a sob. "God, baby..l'm not going to go 
back to drinking like | did, but every now and then, I'm going to need to blow off some steam," he says 
carefully. "When | do that, I'll stay away from you." 


| nod slightly. "That's reasonable. If you could let Lars or Jase know so | won't have to worry, that would be 


nice. 
| can do that." He lifts his head, meeting my eyes hopefully. "Are we okay?" 

| smile slightly. "We're working on it" 

James leans up, kissing me gently. After a moment, | respond, increasing the pressure. Fuck he's sexy. 
James gasps, pulling his head back, and | feel his cock stirring under my thigh. "Kirk, we can't." 

"I know." A thought occurs to me. "Tonight, can we sneak away for a little while?" 

He nods slightly. "I don't see why not. Where do you have in mind?" 


| grin. "You'll have to wait and see." | come to my feet, trotting back into the studio, that same asinine smirk 


on my lips. 

Lars takes one look at me and starts laughing. 

"What?" 

"Kirk's gonna get laid, Kirk's gonna get laid," he chants softly. | didn't know it was possible to chant out of key. 
| smile wider, leaning in. "Nope. James is." 

He laughs, making a face. "Too much information" 

"Hey, dicks," James growls. "Think we can get this fucking song done?" 

| pretend to consider it. "Well, | don't have anything else on the board til three, so | guess we could do that." 
"Good. Jason, get your ass in your foam cage, and give Dave what he needs." 


Jase obediently bounces into the little room, settling behind the foam walls they had to erect. He plays the 


damn bass so hard that when you're close, all you can hear is the strings. 
We tease him about needing to build one of those for the stage all the time. 


While he's occupied, the three of us mess around, switching off on instruments. Whoever's on guitar picks 


what we play, and the rest of us try to follow along. 


So far, our absolute worst has been Lars on guitar, James on bass, and me on drums. We utterly mangled a 


few songs that way. Oh, and whoever's on guitar sings, Too. 
Around two thirty, Jason wraps up, so we'll all be ready for our little press conference. 


We're having it at the hotel, in one of their meeting rooms. The press are crawling over the place when we 


arrive. | feel a flutter of nervousness. I'm gonna kill Lars for making me read this. Yeah, | know that | said | 


would. That's not the point. 


They shout questions at us as we walk to the microphone. | just stand there, hands clasped behind my back 


until they quiet. James’ fingers slide between mine, giving me a reassuring squeeze. 


After a minute, it becomes obvious that they're not shutting up, so | step to the microphore. "If you'll quiet 
down, I'll read the-" The din increases, and so does my annoyance. "If you'll just let me-" Oh, fuck it. "Shut the 
fuck up for a minute!" | growl, doing my best Hetfield impression 


It works, to my surprise. They all stop, staring at me. | hear Lars snickering behind me. "Thank you all for 


coming out here today,” | begin. 


"The members of Metallica would like to express their sadness and outrage over the murder of our former 
producer, Bob Rock. We've known Bob for nearly ten years now, both as our producer and our friend, and his 


loss will be keenly felt." 
"ls it true that James had an altercation with Bob the day before he was murdered?" one yells. 


Why is it that | can't get through a prepared speech these days? "When we began work on the song for the 
upcoming Spider-man movie, we found that our vision didn't match Bob's, so we decided to use a different 
producer for the song. After a decade of music, we all considered Bob part of the Metallica family. In any 
family, you have squabbles. It wasn't the first, and it will be to all of our regret that our last conversations 
was heated" 


"Why did the police question him, if all it was just a little squabble?" 


"The LAPD wants to check every possibility, which is as it should be. James had an argument with Bob. Which, 
as we all know, is so unusual for James.” | smile back at him impishly. "We all know how level headed he 


normally is." 
The assembled reporters chuckle, and James favors me with a smile. 
"We will continue to cooperate fully with the police. No one wants to find the killer more than we do. In the 


meantime, we're in the process of setting up a fund for Bob's children's education. Family should take care of 


one another." 


"In light of all of this, how is your relationship with James?" 

| blink at the question Its not asked maliciously, just matter of fact. The looks in the eyes of the waiting press 
is less generous. They want dirt, something to chew on. Fuck ‘em all. "We're still in the dating process, which 
isn't easy when you've got half of CNN up your ass all the time." | look back, not bothering to hide the smile 
that comes to my lips. James looks outraged that someone dared to ask about us. 

Come on, dude. They asked us "How do you feel right now?" while we were at Cliff's funerall 

At my glance, James steps forward, not quite touching, but right behind me. His hand slides up to cup my 
shoulder protectively. "Kirk and | are doing the same as any other new couple, finding our way.” The words are 
growled softly, a failed attempt at politeness. It's impossibly cute. 

| grin, and glance over at Uli. He's got this smug, satisfied smile on his lips. That can only mean that he's 
plotting. | should be worried. I'm not. "One other thing we wanted to announce. We've decided that the profits 
from Saturday's concert will be split between the fund for Bob's children, and the LA Rape Crisis Center.” | 


give them a moment to absorb that, then nod. "Thanks for coming out here for us." 


We beat a hasty retreat, heading back up to the suite. "I wish there was some way to get out of here without 


them seeing us," James mutters. 
"Taken care of," Jason mumbles. "We've got you covered." 


"Hotel wanted to make up for Kirk and | getting ambushed, so they helped us set up an escape route for the 


evening," Lars explains. 


James and | look at each other. | don't like the sound of that, but if it means that we can get to the Hampton 
Inn, I'll be happy. 


A little later, there's a tapping at the door. Lars opens it, admitting two men pushing laundry carts. 
"You gotta be kidding," James snorts. 
"Do you want out of here, or not?" Lars asks. 


I'm already tossing my bag in, climbing in after it. No question, it's not the highest style I've ever traveled in, 
but I'll deal. 


| hear James grumbling as he settles into his cart, then it being wheeled away. 
"Psst. Kirk," Lars whispers. "Poke your head out.” 


| burrow out from the laundry, and have a key shoved in my face. "What's this?" 


"An apology for being an asshole." 

"Uli, you didn't have to-" 

"Oh, it's from both of us," Jason says. "If not for being assholes, for being willfully blind all these years." 

| blink. “Thank you." 

"Not a problem. Now, go have fun. You deserve it. In the meantime, we're gonna go have dinner." 

| take the key, pulling the covers over my head. "Don't do anything | wouldn't." 

Jason laughs. "No fucking of any small barnyard animals, got it" 

"That covers it," Lars agrees, laughing as | stick my hand up, giving him the finger as they wheel me away. 


The ride in a laundry cart isn't exactly smooth. It wasn't made to hold a hundred and fifty pounds of guitarist, 


so when it goes over bumps, like going in the service elevator, it feels like we're having a small earthquake. 


Going up into the truck is painful. "Sirs, you can get out now," the young man informs us. "We'll be taking you 


to rendezvous with your car." 


| climb out, smiling at the camping lantern that was thoughtfully placed on one of the other bins. It lights up 


James, squirming his way free of the cart. There are times when being fairly short comes in handy. 


"Where the fuck are we going?" James catches his boot tip on the edge of the cart, sprawling into a pile of 
laundry gracelessly. "Goddamnit!" 


"Not a clue. The dictator's been plotting," | shrug, snickering down at him. My knight in shining armor. 
James comes to his feet, then sits down again as the truck comes to a stop. "Fuck!" 


God, he's such a fucking goober. The thought makes me smile as | offer him a hand up. Sexiest rocker in the 


world, sure. 


He grins, then squints as the door to the truck opens. We're at the laundry, in the back parking lot. "Your car 


is waiting Tor you, e one young man informs me. Mave a nice evening. 
ting for you," th young f "H g" 


| climb out, carefully, using the truck as cover to climb into the limo, James right behind me. There's a chilling 


bottle of champagne and two glasses with a note taped to them. 


James pulls off the note, shaking his head. "Its a bit of a drive, so you might as well get comfortable. There's 


snacks in the fridge. We'll see you tomorrow afternoon. Don't worry, Jase'll be laying down his tracks. We'll get 
it done in plenty of time, Lars." 


| open the little refrigerator, smiling at Lars' idea of snack food. There's a little veggie tray, complete with dip, 
a plate with hummus and pita bread, and for James, a little cheese and sausage plate. There's also the 
requisite strawberries and cream. 


James reaches past me, snagging one of the strawberries. "Could he be any more obvious?" 


"Hey, give him time. We're not to wherever we're staying yet. For all we know, he's gotten us a room at a 


whorehouse." 


James pops the champagne open and we settle back, talking comfortably about nothing important. Before | know 


it, l'm curled against him, laughing as we reminisce about the old days. 

We've been together as a band for nearly half our lives. I've spent most of my adult life within arms reach of 
the others. Its probably why none of us have kept a relationship outside the band for more than a few years 
at a time. 


How could an outsider compete? 


The car finally turns off the freeway. We're in the foothills of the Rockies, out past Silicon Valley. It's a 


gorgeous area. The car turns into a two lane road, leading up the mountain. Finally, we pull to a stop. 


| stare. Of all the things I'd expect to find in the mountains, an antebellum mansion wasn't on the list. But here 
it is. The small, tasteful sign above the gate proclaims it to be The Ursuline Inn and Spa. 


James climbs out of the car, offering me a hand as two attractive young men step out from the front door, 


smiling welcomingly. 

"Good evening, gentlemen," one murmurs. "Welcome to the Ursuline." 

The other steps forward, taking our bags. "Dinner will be ready in about half an hour," he says. "In the 
meantime, I'll show you to your cabin, let you get settled in" His voice is soft, accented with a soft Cajun 


patios. 


"Thank you," James says. We follow him around the main building to a smaller but no less lush residence. It's 


beautiful, and equally New Orleans. 
| love New Orleans. 


Our guide opens a wrought iron gate, leading us up the pathway to a shuttered door. He unlocks it, walking in 
and sitting our bags by the door. "Here you go. | hope you'll be very comfortable here. If there's anything you 


need, just let us know." 


| blink, looking around the spacious living room. It's perfect, all darkly gleaming wood and brocade fabrics. Tacky 


as all hell. New Orleans at it's finest. 


"Dinner will be served at six, just follow the path into the back of the house when you hear the chimes," he 
tells us, slipping back out the door. 


"Where the hell did Lars find this place?" James says. 


"He's Lars," | shrug. "Who the hell knows where he pulls any of this stuff from?" | scoop up my bag, heading 
past the stocked kitchenette, into the bedroom. 


James nearly runs over me as | stop, staring in shock at the room. "Jesus, Kirk. Don't stop like that-oh, my 


fucking God. I'm gonna kill the little fuck" 
The room looks like it's straight out of bordello, complete with red velvet bedspread and canopy on the huge 
four poster. In one corner, a sliding glass door opens out into a little greenhouse, blooming with a lush tropical 


garden..and a steaming, bubbling Jacuzzi. 


| giggle, noting the assortment of lube and other treats provided on a helpful gilt tray by the bedside. "Christ," 


| mutter. 


James tosses his bag on the bed, bending to check them out. The bed ripples under the impact, and | lose it, 
laughing. "Oh, fuck, it's even a waterbed." 


| collapse on the bed, laughing as James flops next to me, nearly sending me flying. "Never could accuse Lars 


of subtlety.” 

He smiles at me, reaching up to smooth my hair off my face. "Nope." 

The sweet, heated look in those blue eyes nearly melts me. | lean in, pressing my lips against his gently. 
He squirms closer, kissing me back, his tongue darting out to flicker against my lips. God, that's hot.. 


Before | can think, | roll him to his back, and shift my weight to straddle his thighs. It lets me lay full against 


him, lets me kiss him the way | want to. 


He arches under me, hands wrapping carefully around my hips as my tongue slides between his lips, darting in 


and out teasingly. 


His hips tilt up, rubbing our erections against each other, and | gasp, kissing him harder, letting my tongue glide 
over his lower lip, delving into the sweet depths of his mouth. His lips close on it, sucking lightly on my tongue 


until | whimper, my hips jerking against him. 


Christ, he tastes good. His tongue strokes mine lightly, before he lifts his head, his teeth closing lightly on my 
lower lip, sucking and licking at it until | shiver, grinding my hips into his. 


James pulls his mouth away with a gasp. "Kirk," he moans, voice throaty with need. 

| press closer, licking at his throat, nipping gently. "Yes?" 

"Fuck, please-" he breaks off on something like a whimper as | find his earlobe, sucking and nipping at it. 
Musical chimes ring through the night, and | curse, slumping against him. "What is it with our timing?" 
"Fuck dinner," he growls. "| want you inside me, now." 


"We can't, James..they've gone to a lot of trouble," | murmur, shivering at the words. | climb regretfully off 


him, offering my hand to help him out of the waterbed. 


| head into the bathroom, wondering if a cold washcloth will help the raging hard on. It does, a little at least. 
When | come out, James is in the kitchenette, making little gasping noises. "What the fuck?" 


He turns, and | see the ice cube tray in his hands, pressed firmly to the zipper of his jeans. "It's fucking cold," 
he mutters. "But | can walk now." 


| smirk, shaking my head, and ducking back into the bedroom. 


James snarls as | poke my head back out, disposable camera in hand, snapping a picture before he can move. “| 


swear, l'm gonna stomp on that thing," he growls. 


"Hey, Stefan's always bitching that he needs more candid shots for So What. Imagine the holiday issue these'll 
make." Just to be on the safe side, | hide the camera in the bedroom. | swear, | will be developing these things. 


Our fans deserve to know what an idiot James is. 


(3 
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Dinner is wonderful, held in another, much larger greenhouse by candlelight. Even James has to admit that 
there's a certain fairy-tale beauty to the place, especially as the sun sets, and the candles become our only 
light. Soft music plays in the background, a slow, sweet waltz. 

James suddenly looks uncomfortable, nervous, and | touch his hand. "What?" 

He shakes his head. "Nothing." A soft blush stains his cheekbones, obvious even in the dim light. 
"James..what?" | ask. 

"| was just..thinking," he mumbles. 

‘Oh, now I'm really curious. Tell me" | tilt my head, offering him puppydog eyes. 

He pushes out from the table, and jerks his head towards the bare patch of cobblestones. "Dance with me?" 
| stare. "God, l'm sorry | left the camera in the room." 

James growls softly. "If you don't want to-" 


| grin, taking his hand. "Come on, Prince Charming," | giggle. "Let's see if that glass slipper'll fit" 


James leads me out to the dance floor. The music's a little louder here. | position my arms, smiling up at him. 


"Do you know how to dance?" 

He shrugs slightly, blushing darker. "Yeah. Mom insisted. You?" 

"No, but | saw Dirty Dancing a dozen times," | answer with a giggle. James smiles, bending to kiss me lightly. 
"That'll do. | aint lifting you, though." He moves suddenly, guiding me into an easy waltz. 

Its easier than | expect it to be. We're in perfect rhythm, moving together with a sure tempo. After twenty 


years, I'm as familiar with the way James moves as | am of my own stride. We settle in, and James starts 


switching things up, spinning me gently, dipping me. 


The song ends, replaced by a familiar song. "My turn to lead," | grin 
He nods, switching his grip on me. "I only saw it once. | bow to your superior knowledge," he grins. 


| start slowly, letting our bodies dictate the movements as | meet his eyes, silently mouthing the words to the 


song. 


*I've been meaning to tell you, I've got this feeling that won't subside. | look at you and | fantasize; your mine 


tonight.* 


A turn, and | close the gap between us, so that each step forward | take nudges my thigh between his legs, 
rubbing against his crotch. 


*Now I've got you in my sight, with these, Hungry eyes. Now did | take you by surprise with my Hungry eyes. 
| feel the magic between you and |.* 


James seems to be getting into the song, giving these little pelvic thrusts with each motion. It makes it 


damned hard to concentrate on the rhythm. 

Finally, we give up on the actual dancing, just moving against each other, letting our bodies find a melody. 
| barely notice when the song stops, replaced by a slower Motown song. 

*We'll find a rhythm on our own, melt; do it nice and slow.* 


How damned appropriate. We're not really moving now, more just swaying, pressed against each other, 


breathing in the scent of each others arousal. 


*We could set the night to music. We could do what we want to do, it only takes me and you to set the night 


to music.* 
James shudders, pulling back a little. "Let's take this to our room, shall we?" 


| nod, mouth suddenly dry. We hurry along the path, stealing little touches, little kisses. Finally, we're back in 


our room. | stand there, looking at James, feeling like a fifteen year old again, unsure how to start. 


He smiles slightly, leaning over to press a kiss to my lips. “Its just us tonight, baby, and this is your show. Tell 


me what you want me to do, and it's yours." 
| nod slightly. "l'm just nervous.” 


He chuckles, lifting a hand. Fine tremors run through it. "Welcome to the club." 


| smile, leaning in for a kiss. It starts out gentle, sweet. It changes quickly as the heat between us ignites, and 
my hands splay tentatively over his chest, stroking over the muscle, rubbing little circles over his nipples. His 
breath hisses out, his body arching against mine. 


Fuck that feels good. pinch one little bud, and he whimpers, hips jerking. His hand comes up, and | can feel him 
trembling against my skin as his thumb rasps over my nipple, the calluses scratching even through the thin 


material of my shirt. 


His hand slides down, and | nearly whimper, wanting to beg for him to not stop. Then, | feel the shirt being 


tugged from my jeans, and the warm skin against mine. 


Now, I'm arching, moaning his name in a little voice that sounds nothing like me. Please, please James.. | 
whimper as he tugs the shirt off, my fingers knotting in his hands. 


He steps back towards the bed, slowly lowering his head to nuzzle against the sensitive skin. His lips close over 


one nipple, and | mewl, the pleasure sharpening until its nearly painful 


He lets go with an abrupt curse as he tries to sit on the edge of the bed. | don't give him time to recover, 
sitting happily astride him, tugging his shirt off. 


"No fair," James murmurs. 
"Fuck fair," | smirk, bending to lick a path over his collarbones as he arches under me. | like that. 


His hand slides between our bodies, cupping me awkwardly, stroking over my hard length. | whimper, thrusting 
into the touch, needing more. 


His hand slides higher, unbuttoning the soft leather, delving inside. | whimper, biting his throat lightly as his 


warm fingers finally curl around my cock, stroking and pulling. "Please..." 
| pull back as the pleasure gets too intense. "My turn, baby. Gonna make you burn," | add in a low sibilant hiss. 


James moans as my lips fasten on one nipple, my fingers teasing the other one mercilessly. His body is 


writhing under mine, shudders running through him. 


His skin is warm, and he tastes..addictive. Like lightning in a spring rain, mixed with some deeply sensual musk. | 
finally trail lower, licking a path over his stomach, pausing to lap at his belly button, just to hear him chuckle. 
Then, my fingers are at his jeans, tugging them open so | can burrow my face into him, breathe his arousal in, 


feel the wiry fuzz of hair against my cheek. 


He's arching and moaning, begging me to touch him. | ignore the pleas, lowering my head to nip and suck at his 


hipbone, smiling at the little red mark. Perfect. 


"Please, Kirk.Need you." 


‘lm getting there," | murmur, sliding his jeans off, letting my fingers stroke over his long legs as | do it. "Can't 


wait to feel these wrapped around me while l'm inside you, baby." 

"Then don't wait," he urges. 

"Patience, James," | chide. 

"Hell with patience, | need you, Hamlet!” he growls. 

Fuck, that does incredible things to my stomach. | tease my fingers up the inside of his thighs, smirking as he 
spreads them eagerly, all but begging me. | lean down, pressing a gentle kiss to his thigh, running the tip of my 
tongue over the pale scars there. 

| love the way his skin feels. And | love feeling his muscles flexing under my tongue as he squirms. "Sssh. Hold 
still, James." | stand up, looking over at the tray. "Now, let's see..what kind of lube shall we use?" | take the 
opportunity to cup his balls in my hand, stroking and teasing. 


"Jesus, Kirk..don't give a fuck.just please." His eyes are squeezed shut, his lower lip pulled between his teeth. 


| bend, licking over his nipple lightly as | open a random bottle of lube, coating my fingers quickly. James moans 


as | slide my hand away from his balls, stroking his thigh. "Please, Kirk." 


His breath slides out on a whimper as | nudge one fingertip inside him. Fuck, he's so tight, and hot... | slip it a 
little deeper, twisting it gently. 


| add another finger, leaning up to kiss him. He captures my lips like he's drowning, kissing me desperately. | 
dart my tongue in and out lightly, teasing as | begin to thrust my fingers, playing with the angle. I'm painfully 
hard, want to be inside him more than | want to breathe, but | wouldn't give up having him like this, at my 
mercy for anything | want to do with him. 


"Do you like that, James?" | whisper, my voice unsteady. "Do you like my fingers inside you?" | thrust again, 
angling it. 


James eyes fly wide, a strangled noise sliding from his lips. "Fuuuuck! Oh, god..please, Kirk, need you!" 


The husky words shoot through me like liquid fire, burning a path through me. Suddenly, those leather pants 


are painful, my body aching to bury myself in his heat, to claim him as mine, now and forever. 


James moans as | slide my fingers out, hips jerking, nearly sobbing with frustration. "Ssssh, I've gotta get my 


pants off," | whisper. 
"Please Kirk, touch me, need you..." 


| yank the zipper down roughly, shivering as the cool air touches my cock. James props himself on his elbows, 


watching me undress, and | smile, running my hands over my hipbones, stroking inwards to finally touch myself. 
His soft whimper echoes mine. I'm so oversensitized here. All it's going to take is a touch and I'll lose it. 


Instead, | nudge James back, bending swiftly to nip at his stomach. Sick as it sounds, | kinda like the little gut. | 
think it's cute. 


He shivers when | lick his hipbone again, teasing along the sharp ridge with little nips and sucks. | treat the 
other side to the same torture before sliding up, lavishing his ribcage with kisses and licks. By the time | draw 
one tight nipple into my mouth, flaying it mercilessly with my tongue, he's sobbing, begging for me to do 


something. 


| capture his lips again, stilling his cries with a deep, heated kiss. It's amazing how much they sanitize kisses, 


even in pornos. A real heated kiss isn't made up of soft moans, delicately probing tongues. 

A real kiss is what we're doing now, gasping desperately, heat and suction, the slick feel of tongues sliding over 
wet flesh, moans, shudders, and sound effects like a pool vacuum trying to suck down a beach ball. No one 
ever mentions that part. 

Its made up of frantically roaming hands, fingers knotting in hair, sweaty bodies shivering against each other. 
And maybe, just maybe, it's partially made up of that part where you lift your head and meet the other 
person's eyes, see the light and the heat. That moment of perfect clarity, where fear, past, future fade away, 
replaced by total acceptance. 

James strokes my cheek, tender even as raw need rages through us, and | turn my head, kissing his palm. My 
hand breaks off from it's exploration of the achingly soft skin behind his balls, scooping up the lube and 


generously coating myself. 


Then, | shift between his legs, running my fingers over his thighs, urging them wider, lifting them to rest on 
my forearms. | bend, kissing him lightly. "Ready?" 


He nods, eyes wide, a little nervous. "Please.need to feel you inside me, Kirk” 
| hold his eyes as | position myself at his entrance. | just barely nudge the head in, waiting to see how he does. 


His head thrashes on the comforter, softly begging for more. With a low moan of my own, | sink into him 
slowly, shuddering. 


Oh, god.he's so tight, so hot.feels so damned good, like coming home. | hold my breath, fighting back the 


pleasure that threatens to overwhelm me. 

James relaxes around me, and | sigh, opening my eyes to meet those startlingly blue ones. "Okay?" | ask. 
He whimpers, hips jerking. "Feels so good, so big." 

| rock my hips and he arches, gasping my name. "Please!" 

| slowly pull almost all the way out, then with the same easy pace, sink back in, ball deep. 


| know I'm not going to be able to keep up this pace for long, but | savor it while | can, the heat, the slick feel 


of his body holding me, welcoming me. 
"Harder, god, please!" 


| can't refuse him anything. | let his legs go, leaning up over him for another hot, gasping kiss as | pick up my 


tempo. His legs wrap around my hips, as though he'll pull me into him, until we're one being. 


It feels like that, sweaty skin sliding together, the slow rhythmic slap of skin, soft moans, whimpers, whispered 


pleas. 
And under it all, that slow, burning pleasure, spreading like wildfire, building. 
| speed up a little, driving into him, feeling his cock rubbing against my stomach with each thrust. 


The sensation is getting stronger, coiling between us like a plucked guitar string, tightening into a shivering 


ecstasy that threatens to shatter us both in it's wake. 


James tightens around me suddenly, his body going rigid. A soft noise slips from his mouth, half growl, half 


sob, and | feel a sticky wetness bloom between our bodies. "Kirk," he whimpers, voice a little broken gasp. 
| manage to hold out until the shudders start to slow, then | lose it, slamming into him hard, arching and 
shaking, gasping and sobbing. The world explodes around me, inside me, the pleasure riding me, shaking me, 


breaking me, rebuilding me. 


Its not until | feel James’ hands in my hair, feel his lips on my cheeks that | realize that l'm crying softly, the 


tears sliding down my face. 
"Ssssh.l've got you, Kirk. I'm not letting go," James whispers. 


| lay my head against his shoulder, burrowing my face against his warm throat, and sob. And | don't know why. 


| feel his hands stroking my back, holding me close, petting my hair, and | finally lift my head, sniffling. "lm 


sorry," | whisper. 

"Don't you dare apologize" he murmurs unsteadily. There are tears on his cheeks too, though | don't know 
whether they're mine, or his. "Kirk, you've been bottling up so much for the last few months..you have to let 
it out before it rips you apart” 

| sigh, laying my head back down. "I know. lm working on it, baby." 

| know you are. And | know you're going to be fine, Quirk. You're so strong." 

| lift my head, a smile touching my lips. "How do you always seem to know what to do, James?" 

To my surprise, he lowers his eyes, pain crossing his face. "Experience." 


"What?" 


"When | was about sixteen, my sister was date raped," he says tightly. "She never pressed charges, only told 


dad and |." 
"Oh James, l'm so sorry," | whisper, gathering him into my arms. 


"Dad was less than sympathetic, said she must have led him on, why would she have gone to his apartment if 


she didn't want it? So, | was the one who held her, and tried to help her." 


God, for a sixteen year old to have to go through that.. | don't say anything, can't around the lump in my 
throat. Instead, | just hold him, shifting to curl up against him, wriggling the covers out from under us to 
burrow underneath with my lover. 


The world can go on without us for a night. Right now, this room, this man, these arms around me..that's my 


world, 


| know that's simplistic. Once we leave here, I'll be back where | started; still broken, still trying to find my 
footing, but for tonight, nothing else exists. | won't let it. 


The nightmare doesn't visit me. Even demons are afraid of the Mighty Hettield. 
| wake up slowly, reaching across to touch him. My hand only meets with cold sheets. I'm alone, hugging the 
pillow. Oh, God..is my mind that cruel to me? Was it just a dream? Some terrible joke my subconscious played 


on me? 


Just as l'm about to go into full depression mode, | hear that smooth voice from the kitchen, flowing over me 


like warm honey. 

"Trust | seek, and | find in you, everyday for us something new.." 

| smile, slipping off the bed to make a stop in the bathroom. 

Damn, l'm aching like | ran a marathon. Guess | hadn't used some of those muscles in a while. God, I'm a mess. 
My hair is a rats nest of knots and snarls, my lips are bruised and swollen. Well, if nothing else, Lars'll know 
his plan worked. 

| scoop up my brush, sitting back on the bed and beginning to work on the mess. 

A finger trails over my shoulders, and | shiver, looking back at James with a smile. "Morning, baby." 

"Let me?" he asks, holding out his hand for the brush. 


| nod, then shiver again, as his hands slide into it, massaging my scalp gently. 


He's so careful, making sure not to yank Before | know it, my hair is untangled, and l'm purring, leaning back 


against him. 


‘| love your hair," he murmurs. "So glossy, feels so good brushing over my skin" His lips brush along my 


forehead, nuzzling the top of my hair. 
| can't help the smirk that touches my lips. "Baby, what you're playing with isn't mine 
He chuckles softly. "Yours, the plugs, doesn't matter to me. It's still gorgeous. 

"What were you doing in the kitchen?" 

"Our hosts brought our breakfast over. | was just getting ready to warm it up for you! 
| stretch. Food sounds very good right now. "Whatve we got?" 


"Not a clue. But they assured me that it's vegetarian" He rubs my shoulders. "Why don't you slip into the 


Jacuzzi, and I'll bring it to you?" 
| can do that. Actually, it sounds like heaven, 
The breakfast is pretty good, no matter what faces James makes about it. Okay, I'm never gonna make a 


vegetarian out of the hunter, | know that. But, he eats it, along with some sausage links they brought for him. 
| don't have the heart to tell him that they're tofu. 


Afterwards, | relax, slumping back against the edge of the tub. | can feel the muscles loosening, feel the 
tension just sinking out of them, feel a hand creeping up the inside of my thigh. 


| open my eyes, looking into a pair of sparkling blue ones. | can't believe that | once thought his eyes were cold. 


They're expressive, and so warm, so caring. And right now, so horny. 
‘I've created a monster," | murmur, my hips arching up into his hand as my cock fills. 


He bends, sucking at my throat, nipping lightly. That'll leave a mark. He moves, straddling my lap quickly, sliding 
down onto me without a hitch, leaving me gasping as l'm drawn inside him again. 


God, he's hotter than the water. He seems hell bent on paying me back for some of the torment | inflicted, 
fingers teasing my ripples, riding me so slowly that | think I'll die if he doesn't let me come. 


| slide my hand between us, stroking him hard and fast, trying to force him to speed up, but he captures my 


wrist. 

"Nope. My show now." His lips touch mine, and | arch, trying to force myself deeper. 

"Please, James!" 

"Ssssh.Let me love you, Quirk” 

| nod, shuddering as he speeds up fractionally, pleasure streaking through me. 

Before too long, he's slamming down on me hard, smirking as he reduces me to a mewling, shuddering puddle. 
"Come for me, Kirk. Want to feel you come inside me. So hot, so good," he growls next to my ear. 


The growl does it. | arch, screaming as my body demands it's due. James bounces harder, his own hand sliding 
between us, stroking himself hard. 


This time, | grab his wrist, my other hand snaking around his hips, lifting him off me, urging him onto the edge 


of the Jacuzzi. He goes, whimpering as | lower my head, tasting him, sucking him deep into my mouth. 


When he comes, fingers biting into my shoulders, voice hoarse with pleasure, | swallow, finally able to savor 
the taste, the feel of his completion. | lean up, kissing him, letting him taste himself. 


James just holds me close, kissing me gently. We both know it can't last, but neither of us wants to let go. 


The sun has risen high, and started it's inevitable plunge towards the horizon when we get to the studio. The 


press are out in force, shouting questions which we summarily ignore. Pricks. 


Finally, we're inside, slamming the door on the fuss. "Hi, honey, we're home," | call 

A moment later, Lars’ head pokes out. "Hej. Jase is just laying down the last track" 

"Cool" | pull him into a tight hug, "Thank you, Uli" 

His laugh is low, cynical. "You might want fo wait on that til you see the New York Daily News" 
"What do you mean?" 

He gestures towards the pool table. "Take a look for yourself" 


| walk over, wincing at the lurid headline. "Metallica sexcapades!" Under it is a picture of James and |, cuddling 


against each other, arms wrapped together as we hurried from the dining room to our cabin. "Fuck." 


| hear James growling behind me, but right now, | can't deal with him. I'm still reeling. There's something 


profoundly wrong about them taking the most beautiful, moving experience of your life, and twisting it. 


| flip it open, and feel the bile rising in my throat. There's another picture, one of us in the greenhouse, 


dancing. Its not as clear, but it makes up for it in sheer violation 
My God..| shudder, feeling suddenly dirty. 


‘Ive already called the lawyers. They said they'll be more than happy to sue, but it's doubtful that we'd win 
From the looks of this, they were up on the mountain, which is part of a fucking state park" 


"Fuck that, tell them-" James growls. 

"Tell them to hold off on the News," | say tightly. "It's not worth the fight: 

James looks at me incredulously. "What?" 

| force a sickly smile. "Hey, we're Metallica, We'll find someone better to sue soon enough” 
"Kirk-" James moves to slip his arm around my shoulders, but | flinch back 

"Ill be fine, James. Just give me a few" | murmur, trying to ignore the hurt look in his eyes. 


Before he can respond, | duck into the bathroom. | sit for a while, head in my hands. Just when | think it's 


over, there's a new violation, a new rape. 


| dig in my pockets, coming up with the familiar little vial. | thought | was done with it, but I'm shaking, wound 
so tight that it feels like I'll snap. Just one little sniff.. 


Ah. Better. Good thing I'm still wearing my glasses. | push the door open, hearing James singing scales. After 
twenty years, his voice shouldn't still send shivers up my spine. 


| head towards the sound, slipping up behind him and running my fingertips over his shoulderblades. 


A scale stops in mid-note, and he turns to face me. "Sorry about that, baby," | whisper, leaning my head 
against his chest. 


"Are you all right, Kirk?" 


‘I'm working on it" | tilt my head up for a kiss, smiling at him. "You'd better get that voice all warmed up, or 
Dave'll kill me." 


He nods, kissing me again before he straightens, going back to singing the scales. 


| head over, flipping open Jason's laptop. | haven't checked my e-mail in a few days. God only knows how many 


messages | have. I'm on a couple lists, anonymously, of course. The one gets a hundred e-mails a day, | swear. 


Yup. Hotmail's about ready to explode. | scan through the list of mail, deleting a handful of spam. Then, | start 
working my way through the pile of crap. 


I'm near the bottom of the list, almost done, when a new thread pops up. 
//0MG!! | CANNOT FUCKING BELIEVE THIS!!!// 


Well, there's an interesting title. | open it, fully expecting a diatribe on someone's crappy day. Its funny, | don't 
know any of these people, but I've gotten awfully attached to some of them. 


| explained my absence right after the rape as my having been in a car wreck. | got nearly as many get wells 
from them as | did from family members. And the ones from the list were probably more heartfelt. 


Sometimes | wonder if they haven't figured it out, and are just humoring me. 


The note finishes loading, and | skim through it. As | read, the ice at the pit of my stomach spreads, until l'm 
shivering with cold. 


| click on the link at the bottom of it and wait as it loads. Its times like these that I'm simultaneously glad and 
pissed that we got a DSL line in the studio. 


It only takes a second for the site to load. And there it is, in flashing red letters. 


IlI|Metallica Sex Videollll 


| click, stomach clenching. And there | am, lounging back in the Jacuzzi, smiling as James comes in with the 


tray, buck naked, and grinning, 
Fuck! | get up, bolting for the bathroom, ignoring Uli and James’ concerned yells. 
| barely make it to the toilet before | retch, shuddering with revulsion, my stomach revolting on a grand scale. 


| dimly hear James's voice, near me, asking if I'm all right, what's wrong, can | help you. The words, so sweet, 


so soft, make me gag again. 


Am | all right? Not even close. When | walked in the studio this morning, I'd almost convinced myself that | was 
getting there. 


Now, | remember how much further | have to go. | hear a sudden outburst of Danish cursing. James doesn't 
move, holding my hair back as | shudder. 


A moment later, | feel Uli crouching down next to me. "I've already called the lawyers," he says gently. "It'll be 


gone before the end of the day." 
"What will be?" 


"Go look at Jason's computer," | manage wiping my mouth, and shifting to sit against the wall, huddling my 
knees up to my chest. 


He wanders off, and | look up at Lars. "Why won't they just leave us alone Uli?" | hate the plaintive note in my 


voice. 

He sighs heavily. "I don't know. | wish | did" 

A sharp curse splits the air, followed by a loud thud. A moment later, James is back 

| draw my knees up tighter. God, he's furious. The sheer rage is coming off him in waves. 
"Im going out for a little while," he says tightly. 

"No you're not," Lars snaps. "You need to get these tracks laid down" 


James snarls, and | slowly climb to my feet. "It's okay, James. l'm gonna head back to the hotel for a little 


while, change, get cleaned up." 
"Meaning?" Lars asks. 


| silently walk past him, going to the refrigerator and pulling out a Moosehead. James catches it easily, and | 


walk over, pressing a light kiss to his lips. "Put it into the song, James. You know how to do it" 

He nods, swallowing hard. "I love you" 

That makes me smile a little. "I love you, too. Now get your work done, Mighty one." 

He hugs me tightly. "We'll get through this," he whispers. "Tomorrow, we'll be back on tour: 

He says it like once we're on tour they won't bother us. Maybe he's right. | wish | believed that 

"Hl see you later," | murmur. 

Gio gets me to the car, bodily shoving his way through the mass of people. "Ready for the tour to start?" 


"Fuck yes. After this mess, a few overly excited groupies'll be a cinch," he smiles. "Don't let it get you down, 


Kirk." 


| thank him, managing a genuine smile for him, my protector. For a long time, his sole job was to keep people 
from touching me. He did it well, never said a word. Now, if he'd gone to the press, we'd have been fucked. 


Gio knows everything there is to know about Metallica. And, as a result, he's a very rich man. And, he's a good 


friend. 
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| flip on the little television, relaxing back into the plush seat. 


"this morning, police released the grisly details of the murder. We now take you to the footage of that press 


conference." 

| look up sharply as the scene switches to a dingy room. 

"Our medical examiner has determined that Mr. Rock was killed somewhere around five am. Cause of death was 
determined to be blood loss and asphyxiation. It's our current theory that he surprised a burglar in his in- 
house studio, and was stabbed repeatedly. When he still struggled, apparently, the burglar 


strangled him." 


"What about the other wounds on the body?" a reporter yelled. "Don't they suggest that this might be 


something more personal?" 
"We are still considering that. However, the wounds are consistent with a panic stabbing." 


| flip the television off as they switch back to the anchor, who reminds us that Bob's funeral is tomorrow. 


Wonder if we're expected to go? 
Either way, we probably should. 


We get to the hotel, and its mobbed. The press is swarming, and even with Gio's guys and the hotel's security, 
it's gonna suck to get inside. 


| have to push my way through the last few feet, but finally, I'm in the lobby, sighing with relief. 
| flip them off as the elevator doors slide shut, looking around with a sigh. Fuck, | hate the press. 


The car slows down at the fifth floor to let other people on, and | step to one side of the car in case they 


have luggage. To my horror, a bright light shines in, as a guy with a camera enters. 


"Kirk, can we ask you a few questions?" Not waiting for my reply, he goes on. "How do you feel about the video 


on the net?" 


He steps closer, and | flinch back against the cold wall. | don't know him, and every alarm in my brain is going 


off at once. He doesn't seem to notice my discomfort, or more to the point, doesn't care. 
"Have you seen the news on Bob Rock's murder? Do you agree that it's a burglary?" 


My breathing is speeding up, coming in short gasps. "Please. Back. Up." | manage. Terror is clenching my throat 


like a vice, making it harder to breathe. 


"What about the statement that Pat Buchannan released about Metallica? Do you think it will affect your 
popularity?" 


There are dark spots dancing in front of my eyes as | fight for air. | don't get it. I'm sucking in air like l'm 
drowning, but its like I'm not getting any oxygen 


The idiot finally seems to notice that l'm having problems, but instead of stepping back, letting me get some 


air, he comes closer. "You don't look so good. Are you all right." 

His hand comes towards me, and | jerk back with a little whimper. The vertigo and the terror rush up, 
enfolding me, and | feel my body go numb, crumpling. Then, pain explodes at my temple, and | slide under, into 
the darkness. 

"What the hell did you think you were doing?" | hear Lars scream. | try to force my eyes open, but they're so 
heavy. My head is pounding, and | wish he wasn't so fucking loud. Of course, | might as well ask the sun not to 
be so hot. It's Uli, for fuck's sake. 

"| don't want to hear about freedom of the press. I've fucking had it up to my eyebrows with freedom of the 
goddamn press! What about life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness? No, what you did is corner a rape 


victim in a small enclosed place, and push until he passed out!" 


| make another effort, and this time my eyes open. Jason's sitting next to my bedside, smiling gently at me. | 


lift a hand and point at Lars. 
Lars, he's awake," Jason says. 


Lars comes over slowly, still yelling into the phone. | grab Jason's shirtfront, hauling him close. "Make him stop 
yelling before | kill him, Jason My head's splitting in fucking two." 


He gently detaches himself from my grip and goes over, steering Lars out of the room. 


While he's occupied, | slowly pull myself upright in the bed. My fucking head feels like it's spinning a mile a 


minute. Jason's back a moment later, giving me a dark look. "You should be resting." 


"I'm fine, Jase." 


He taps his temple with a wry look. "You look it" 


| reach up, feeling a little swollen knot there, complete with a tiny cut. Wonderful. That'll hurt like a bitch for 


the concert. Sweat into a fresh cut. Ouch. 


"So now the world's gotten to see footage of me having a panic attack, huh?" | sigh tiredly. I'm such a fucking 
pussy. 


Jason nods slightly. "tm sorry, Quirk We tried to get the tape, but they wouldn't budge 

‘Great | sigh softly. 

‘Lars is gonna call the Forum, tell them that we're adding one more concert date to the postponed list-" 
ae 

"What do you mean, no? Kirk, you~" 

"Im fine" | stand up slowly, pleased to find that all limbs are working. “Is James still at the studio?" 
Jason makes a face. "He and Gio went out for a drink" 

| nod. As long as he's with Gio, he'll be okay. "Did he do all right with the tracks?" 


"Oh yeah. Song's done, and being mastered as we speak. It'll be delivered to the studio by eight tomorrow 


morning.” 

"Good. What about Bob's funeral?" 

Jason shifts slightly. "Lars and | are going to go, represent the band! 
"Absolutely not. We do it together, or not at all’ 


| hear a soft snort from the door and look up. Lars shakes his head. "I think you're going to have trouble 
convincing James of that." 


| reach over and pick up the bedside phone. "Gio? Do me a favor. Get him back here by one. | need his ass 
upright by ten sharp tomorrow. Thanks." | smile at Lars. "There. Done." 


He shakes his head again. "| thought | was the dictator." 


"Hej," | tease. "I've been around you for twenty years, Lars. | had to pick up something other than how to say 


cocksucker in Danish." 
"You can count to ten, too," Lars points out. 


| grin. "Yeah, but I'm shaky on anything above three." With the Millennium, Lars made a new years resolution to 


not lose his temper as much. Of course, we all provoked the hell out of him. 


Every time, he'd close his eyes and start counting in English, complete with Danish and German curses after 


every number. 

| do not have that bad of a temper!" 

| grin, closing my eyes. "One. Fisse! Two. Kneppe! Three. Pikslikker!" 

Lars flips me off. "Dick." 

| stretch slowly. "Have we figured out our order of songs for tomorrow?" 
"We were going to, but James was a little too toasted." 


| nod, pretending that the thought doesn't bother me, and a little twinge of pain makes me wince. "Let's work on 


it now, then Im taking a couple of muscle relaxants and passing out. | jammed my neck when | fell." 
"Well, we know you'll be getting a good night's sleep," Lars observes. “Those things knock you on your ass." 


"| was thinking, as far as the list goes, do we want to air out the new song, see how it plays live?" Jason asks 


eagerly. 

Lars shrugs. "I'm game, if everyone else is up for it" 

"Sounds good to me." 

We call in for Mediterranean food, and sit around the table, hashing out the play list. 


Normally, this can take a while. We all have our favorite songs to play. Tonight, we all are pretty well in synch 
with each other. 


None of us need to say it, but we all want to make this show a little special, a little harder edged. For them, 


its probably to show the world that fags can still kick ass. 
For me, its to prove to myself that I'm back. | want to let my guitar scream it to the gods. 


So, a handful of songs get summarily ignored. Hopefully, not too many of our fans came to hear the slow 


stuff. 


Our final playlist looks like Jason's wet dream. He'll give himself a headbanging concussion before we reach his 


break, | swear. 


James is gonna kill us, though. We've got shit all over the place. We're opening with So What. Figure it's as good 
a way as any to poke a little fun 


| don't tell anyone my secret fears. What if the crowd doesn't show? | just have this nightmarish vision of 


walking out to a couple of hundred people. 


After | eat, | take the muscle relaxants, suddenly glad I'd gotten Gio to pick them up. My head is pounding, my 


neck aches, and I'm still a little spazzy. 
Jason knocked a pan off the counter and they nearly had to pry me off the ceiling fan. 
| curl under my covers, wearing one of James' t-shirts. Yeah, pathetic, | know. 


Before | know it, lethargy is stealing over me, making my brain finally slow down. It pulls me under like the tide, 
sending me into a deep, boneless sleep. 


| wake somewhat in the wee hours of the morning, feeling someone slide into bed with me. Before panic can set 


in fully, | hear James’ sleepy grumble, smell wintergreen on his breath and smile. 

That was James' old trick to fool the record execs. He'd come in blasted out of his mind, brush his teeth and 
eat a couple mints and sleep through the meeting, muttering something about being inspired the night before 
and not sleeping. 


| curl against him, letting my head rest on his arm. Normally, it would freak me out, but I'm too drugged to 


care. This may just work. 


| wake to the sound of Lars pounding on my door, and snoring in my ear. Neither one is my preferred method. 


The door opens then, and Lars wanders in, utterly unsurprised to find James in my bed. 

"Time to get up, if you insist on doing the funeral," he chirps. 

"Unngmumph," James helpfully mutters, drooling on my ear. 

"You really think you can get sleeping beauty upright?" Lars smirks. 

| nod, reaching one hand over my shoulder and shoving James‘ face back from my ear. "Not a problem." 


"How's the neck today?" | stretch, tilting my head. "A little stiff, but not bad." 


"Good" He stands there, smirking. 

“Out, Uli." 

"But, | want to see you get him up." 

"Out!" 

"Party pooper.” He stalks out, grumbling theatrically. "Bet you twenty you can't wake him," he calls back. 
"How are you planning on getting me up?" James murmurs next to my ear. 


| smirk, and put my lips close to his ear. "I was gonna do this." He shivers at the softly breathed words, and | 


bite back a laugh. 
"Jay-mes! Its time to get uuuup!" | whine loudly, enjoying the way he flinches, grabbing at his temples. 
"Effective," he groans. "Now come here and kiss me good morning.” 


| press my lips against his, letting him pull me close. The wintergreen isn't my favorite taste, but I'll live. "You 


and Gio have fun?" | ask. 
"Oh, loads." He runs his hands up the backs of my thighs, squeezing my ass lightly before sliding higher. 


His fingertips bump over ridges across the hips, ridges that should be smooth skin. Ridges that lock together 


to define me. 
Faggot 

| tense, and James grip loosens. "What's wrong?" 
"Please. don't touch them" 

He sighs hard. "lm sorry, baby. Do they still hurt?" 


| could say yes, and he'd accept it. Some obnoxious grain of stupidity rears it's head instead. "Not really. | just.. 


don't want reminders." 
His lips brush my forehead. "Kirk, every day is a reminder. You have to face it, get past it, and move on" 


| push back from him, annoyance sparking in me. "Don't tell me what | have to do, James. Move on? Jesus 


Christ, don't you think that's what I'm trying to do? I'd like nothing more than to get past it!" 


"Sssh, | didn't mean it like that. Baby, maybe you should rethink what Dr. Selenka said about counseling. This 
can't be healthy." 


"| don't need counseling, James. All | need is for you to let me do what | have to" | try to make him 


understand, try to make him see. "Im trying, baby." 
He relents. "| know. And you know I'm behind you all the way." 
| rest my head against him for a moment. "Thank you, baby. Now, let's go get dressed" 


The reporters are merciless, yelling questions, innuendo, anything, trying to get a rise. We don't give it to them, 
proving that Metallica has grown up at least a little in the last few years. 


Once we're at the funeral home, we stop by Bob's widow, once again offering our sympathy, reminding her that 


we're there if she needs anything. 


| get drawn into a discussion with Slash from GER and Sebastian Bach, formerly of Skid Row, and lose track of 


James for a little while. 

It's kind of sad. | used to love these guys, used to hang out with them and all. Now, | only see them when 
someone dies. Before we leave, we'll all promise to get together soon, before we have to catch up at the 
funeral home again, but we'll all know that we won't honor it. 

And somewhere, deep down, we'll all wonder who'll be missing at the next funeral we meet at. It was very 
nearly mine. The service is finally ready to start, and | slip into the seat next to James, looping my fingers 
through his. 


| can feel tension radiating off him. Probably the whole service deal. James still has major issues with religion 


The service is brief, thankfully. At his widow's request, Lars makes a brief speech, notable mainly because he 


refrains from using the word fuck in it. 


Through it all, James sits beside me, rigid. Then, it's time to go to the cemetery. We get to be the second limo 
behind the hearse. Joy. 


Lars flops into the seat. "Christ, this sucks!" 
| could be at the forum, tuning up, but no..Bob has to go get himself killed," Jason agrees. 
"That's a little callous, isn't it?" | ask 


"After the shit he pulled on 20/20, he doesn't deserve any better," Jason growls. 


"You're just pissed cause he said you were a crappy bassist," Lars teases. 
"Damn straight," Jason says, smiling. "l'm an average bassist, get it right" 
Lars' smile gentles somehow. "You're a damn fine bassist, and an excellent human, Jase." 


Jason returns the smile, and yup, there it is, some kind of connection between them. It's not love yet, not even 


lust, just understanding. Its a start. 


| squeeze James’ hand lightly, smiling up at him. He forces a smile, and | lean in close to his ear. "Are you all 


right?" 


He nods slightly. "Just hate this kind of thing. It reminds me too much of school. You walk in, and all the 
whispers stop suddenly." 


| stroke his arm, opening my mouth to apologize again. He shakes his head. "Don't you dare." 


His hand touches my cheek. "It would have come out eventually. l'm just sorry you got hurt even more than 


you already had been in the process." 
| smile, resting my head on his shoulder. "I love you." 
‘| love you too, Hamlet." He seems to relax a little until we reach the cemetery. 


The sky has opened up, offering us one of those great downpours that LA isn't supposed to have. As we climb 


out, opening umbrellas, Bob's widow has one other request. 


She'd like it very much if the four of us would be the ones to start the song "Amazing Grace." Obviously, she 
hasn't heard Lars sing. 


What the hell do you say to that? I'm sorry, your husband was a tyrannical asshole who made my life hell 


just isn't appropriate for that moment. 


So, when the priest turns to us, we do what we've always done. Follow James' lead, and give it our damndest 


try. 
"Amazing grace, how sweet the sound." 


To my utter shock, we don't suck goat dick. Uli's still a tone deaf motherfucker, but he pitches his voice lower, 


so really, you're only hearing the three of us. 


My voice slides above James, keeping a light melody while Jason's is a bass rumble. Every so often, you hear 


Lars' voice wandering between the parts, but still, we sound passable. 


We lose Jase after the second verse, but James and | stick it out, singing together. After the fourth verse, | 
automatically switch back to the first, and the others come back in softly. 


Its not perfect, but it's really pretty damn good. 
Then, it's back in the limo to head to the Forum for sound check. 


As we pull into the parking lot, | can feel some of the vague tension in my chest breaking free, dissolving. This, 


| know how to do. 

Still, it feels a little odd, climbing onto stage. It's been nearly three months since | last did it. Mick and the rest 
of the group greet me happily, welcoming me back, but not crowding me. My roadie brings me my new guitar, 
the Camp Chaos one. It's perfectly tuned, as usual, and | thank him for getting it set up. 

He grins. "Welcome back, Kirk." 

Now, time to find out if l'm really back Mick nearly strokes out when he sees the set list. So does James. 
"Good God, are you trying to fry my voice?" 

"Come on, James! If my fingers can take it." 

"You can tape your fingers," he fires back. 

| bat my eyes at him. "Pleeeeeeease?" 

He shakes his head, laughing. "Kirk." 

| bat harder. 

The set list stays as is. James can be such a pushover. 

Of course, this doesn't mean that he won't change it on the fly. It wouldn't be the first time. 

Sound check doesn't take long at all. Even after a three month hiatus, we all know our jobs. 

Afterwards, we settle in for a little while, relaxing until its time for dinner. 

Its funny, | used to think we were picky about our demands. | mean, l'm vegetarian, James is a happy 


carnivore, and Jason's got his luncheon meat addiction. Lars, on the other hand will eat anything not nailed 


down For such a little shit, he can pack it away. 


Now, having toured with a lot of people, most of whom aren't as big as Metallica, and seeing what their 


demands are..we're easy. 


The Forum isn't known for brilliant accommodations, and we're no exception. There's pasta, with a choice of a 


meat sauce..well, | think its meat. It could also be little grubworms. Either way, l'm not touching it. 


There's also a plain tomato sauce, with tofu bits. Why do some people think that everything vegetarian has to 
have tofu? 


Last, we have an alfredo/cheese sauce. If the sauce has ever seen milk or cheese of any kind, I'll buy James a 
gift subscription to Guns and Ammo Magazine. 


| take the tofu sauce. It's not bad, just flavorless. If nothing else, eating helps take my mind off the nervous 
fluttering in the pit of my stomach. 


After dinner, it's time for the meet and greet. We walk in, and | spy Lars and my friend from the hotel. | head 


straight for her, smiling a hello. 


She's nearly vibrating, eyes huge. | pull her out of line, taking her and her friend over to meet the rest of the 
guys. It quickly becomes obvious that she has a thing for James. 


After he's moved on to the next person, | lean down and whisper that she's got good taste. Poor thing nearly 
chokes on her tongue, but she recovers, and tells me that | do, too. 


Have | mentioned how much | love our fans? Hell, even if we only have a couple of hundred people here, it'll be 


worth it if they're like this. 

About an hour before the concert, we all start getting ready. | change into a pair of tight black jeans and a 
faded blue denim button down shirt. Its comfortable, and with the collar and sleeves ripped off, itll keep me 
cool. | also slap on a hint of eyeliner. Yes, I'm vain as all hell. Why do you ask? 


James pulls on the requisite black t-shirt, and a pair of tight black leather pants before starting his warm up. 


As that bass growl slides up the scales, | feel a little tension slide away. Lars is stretching, wandering around in 
one of his oversized robes. It makes him look like one of those tacky velvet paintings of big eyed waifs, but it 


does the job. 


| think | just decided what Lars is getting for Christmas though. | also think he'll invent some new curse words 
when he sees himself on velvet, but itll be fun. 


Hey, | still owe him for some of the crap he's gotten me over the years. 


Jason's bouncing around the room, trying to burn off extra energy. If it was up to Jason, every concert would 
start half an hour early. He hates waiting. 


And then there's me. | stretch carefully, concentrating on my neck and shoulder. Someone was kind enough to 


bring me some NuSkin, which is basically skin glue. Itll keep the sweat out of the cut on my head at least. 


Three Ibuprofen later, l'm ready to rock. It's almost seven thirty, time for a trip to the bathroom. There's 
nothing more embarrassing than having to take a piss in the middle of a concert. 


On my way back, | hear it. 
METALLICA, METALLICA.. 
Fans, and a shitload of them from the sounds of it. | smile, feeling that last bit of tension slide away. 


Now, I'm ready to rock. | wander back into the dressing room, where James has finished warming up. A 


moment later, Tony knocks. "Ready?" 

James looks at each of us in turn. "I think so." 

"Shall we go prove that fairies can still rock?" Lars asks. 

Jason grins, nearly bouncing in place. | think he's getting a Tigger doll for Christmas. 
James smirks. "Let's do it." 


| nod, heading for the door. Fingers slip into my belt loop, pulling me back, and | look back at James. "First 


things, first," he murmurs, kissing me gently. "For luck" 


| kiss him back, wrapping my arms around his shoulders, holding him tight. 
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Then, we're heading through the hallways to the staircase. The crowd is louder here, to the point that the 
sound is almost a physical thing. 


| love it. | fucking love it. | get ready to bound up, but Lars’ hand stops me. "Not yet, Hamlet," he yells. "You 
stay here until Tony gives you the go ahead” 


"What?" 

"Trust me." Then, with a quick hug, he trots up the stairs onto stage. 
The fans react to his appearance with a thunderous roar of approval. 
Jason is next, hugging James and | both before bouncing up the stairs. 
Another joyous roar. 

| eye James. "What are you planning?" 


"Just a little something we came up with in studio the other day." He kisses me long and hard before stalking 
up onto stage. 


James’ appearance is met with a hurricane force of sound. 


A moment later, | hear an odd melody being played. It's heavy on the bass, more of a deep thump than 
anything. It's not one of ours, but it's familiar. 


| close my eyes for a moment, trying to figure out who sings it. A pale, made up face pops into my mind. Alice 


Cooper? 
Then, the song snaps into focus. The theme to one of the Friday the Thirteenths. 
James starts singing, but the lyrics don't even come close to the original. Actually, they're horrible. 


Tony taps my shoulder. "When he hits the chorus, you're on" 


"Oh, cause he's back, the man behind the ax, and Metallica's whole, he's back the man behind the ax, and we're 


back on a roll.." 
| step out, laughing at the idiotic lyrics. | do love these guys. 


As loud as the crowd was for James, it doubles, pounding against me like a storm wind. After a second, the 


guys give up the song, turning to smile at me. 

The place is packed, utterly packed, and my God, they're loud 

After a moment, Jason takes the mic, urging the crowd into a chant of "Welcome Back." 
Its overwhelming, and wonderful, and terrifying. And perfect. 


James nudges me towards the mic. | know | look like a deer in the headlights, but | do it anyway. What do you 


say in a moment like this? When someone hands you a missing piece of your soul back, what can you say? 


"Hi," | murmur timidly. "Thank you all so much for everything. You'll never know how much it means after the 


last couple months, and especially after the last week." 


| glance at James, then smile. He's grinning like an idiot. "Now, | don't think you all came to hear me blab like l'm 


accepting a Grammy, did you?" 

The fans roar. 

"Didn't think so. Did you come here ready to do some serious headbanging?" 
The roar becomes louder. 

"Do you think we can still rock?" 


The stage shivers under the sheer force of sound, and | look at James, motioning him towards the middle 


microphone with a jerk of my eyes. 

"So, the media's not real fond of us lately," | say. 

James, bless him, picks up on the cue without a hitch. "So fucking what?" 

| spin away from the mic, launching into the opening riff with a vengeance, pulling Uli and Jase with me. 


James is at his raunchiest, complete with obscene hip thrusts, and Jason is bopping along, head bouncing in 


time. 


As James utters the final line, Ulis already switching tempo, slamming us headlong into, as James calls it, a 


nice fucking happy song. 
"Hey, I'm your life. l'm the one who takes you there." 
Jason and | back him up, going full tilt. 


The crowd has actually managed to get more frenzied. Even in the glare of the lights, | can see the sea of 


people moving, undulating like a wave as they move to the music. 


As the final note of "Sad But True" dies out they roar again, a fearsome sound, primal, thrilling in it's intensity. 


These are our people, our friends. 


James’ breathing a little hard, but he's grinning like a madman "You liked that, huh? Think you all can handle 


more of it?" 

The sheer wall of noise tells us all that the crowd is ready for this, every bit as primed as we are. 

"Think you can handle hearing something new?" James laughs as the noise goes up again. "I'll take that as a yes. 
Now, you all know how into horror movies Kirk is. So, when the director of Evil Dead asks us to do a song for 
Spider-man..you know we're there." He pauses momentarily. "So, this one is for Sam Rami, for still wanting us 


after all the shit of this week." 


The fans applaud us, applaud Sam. And it hits me. Just as we want to show them that we can still rock, 
they're showing us that it doesn't matter to them whether we suck dick or not. They're here for the music. 


It gives me a little extra push as | whip into the new one, "Be There." 
The title was the source of a couple bitch sessions. | suppose it really does sound like a love song title. It's not. 
The whole premise of it is the scene where the young Peter Parker finds upon leaving the arena that the 


burglar he was too arrogant to stop earlier in the evening has killed his uncle. 


Basically, the realization that he should have been there, he should have known, he should have helped. It's a 


nasty little song, loud, comfortless. 
Think "One," on steroids. 


The fans love it. 


Nearly three hours later, we slide into "Master." We're all exhausted, but surfing an adrenaline high like nothing 


else. 


| swear, even drugs don't feel this good. If | could find a way to stay on stage forever, | would. 


The last chord crashes down, and we take our final bows. Lars is vibrating with exhaustion and energy oddly 
mixed, Jason's jumping around like an idiot. As soon as the adrenaline wears off, he'll crash into bed and not be 


heard from again until around one tomorrow. 


James is grinning, tossing his picks to the crowd. A young woman holds up her camera, and James obligingly 


poses. | slip up behind him, giving him horns. 


He turns around, and | dance back out of reach. Out of the corner of my eyes, | see him grab a bottle of 


water, and | start moving, backing away quickly, laughing. 


He gives chase, and | break into an out and out run, ducking around the equipment as the fans cheer us on 
They're pretty evenly split between wanting to see me get doused, and wanting to see James get it. 


Lars moves back against the drum kit, making sure that | can't hide behind him. Jason's not so quick, getting 
squirted as | duck past him. 


Okay, actually, | think James probably would have squirted him anyway. As | pass Uli, he holds out a full water 
bottle. 


| grab it on the fly, glancing behind myself to see him hand another one to James. Traitor! 
| meet James’ eye for a fleeting second, and nearly laugh. | know exactly what he's thinking. 


| slow down a little, letting him get closer to me before ducking around the drums, in front of Lars. James 


follows, and it looks like I'm going to get doused. At the last second, we both turn, drenching Ul. 


He laughs, and suddenly, | get a cupfull of water down the back of my neck. Out of the corner of my eye, | see 


James get the same. 

We both turn, mock glaring at Jase. 

Still laughing, we head back to the locker room. 

Fuck, we're hyped. None of us will come down for quite a while, if | had to guess. Anytime we play this damn 
well, it makes for a late night. Since all we're doing is hopping the tour bus for an all-nighter down to the next 


concert tomorrow night, its not a big deal. 


We've agreed to talk to a couple of members of the press, MTV/VHI, a couple print journalists. We did decide 
to let our buddy from Headline News in, too. 


We duck in the locker room, and | can't take it. James is just so fucking hot, and l'm hyper and horny. 


He jumps a little as | push him back into the wall, kissing him hard. Then, he's kissing me back, lips hard, 
plundering. Fuck he's good. 


When we finally break apart, Lars and Jason are staring at us like we're some sort of aliens. 


"Fuck," Lars mutters. "Did you have to fucking do that?" He heads towards the shower, muttering about 
turning it to cold. 


| laugh, rubbing my cheek against James chest like a content housecat. He's sweaty and smelly and its all | can 
do not to flip him over the table and fuck him senseless. 


Instead, we strip and head into the shower, getting cleaned up for the press. 
The little press session goes off pretty well. With only four reporters allowed, we're able to relax, answering 
questions completely. They're not too intrusive, which isn't to say they don't ask the tough questions. They 


just don't overstep the bounds of decency. 


By the time we finish that, the adrenaline is wearing off, and all any of us want is to curl up and go to sleep. 
Outside, the press we didn't allow in is swarming, but they're held at bay by a solid wall of cheering fans. 


We do the usual, stopping to sign and chat, ignoring the cameras. It takes another hour and a half, but | think 
we've signed for all of them. After twenty minutes, the press gave up, heading out. 


I'm talking with a young woman who was kind of standing away from the crush of people, unease and shadows 


evident in her eyes. She's telling me what an inspiration | am for other rape victims. 

Its a relief when | hear James calls my name. | grin at her wryly. "Sorry, gotta head out. My caveman calls." 
| head over, and he growls at me. "Take your time, dick" 

| stick my tongue out and flip him off. "Bitch, whine, moan," | tease. 

He grins, hiding it behind a snarl and a glare. It'd be more effective if his eyes weren't dancing. 


One of our wonderful fans starts a chant of "Kiss him, James," which is quickly picked up by the rest of the 


crowd. 
He tilts his head, laughing. "And | was worried about how they'd take it” 


My heart feels like it's going to burst. Is it possible to be this happy? "So, are you going to disappoint the fans, 
or what?" 


He grins wider. "Metallica never disappoints it's fans, if we can help it," he says reasonably. 


A moment later, I'm wrapped in his arms, listening to the cheering as his lips descend on mine. | yelp, a little 


undignified as he tilts me, dipping me back. 

Gravity pulls, and | fight the urge to scrabble my boots on the concrete like a hyperactive hamster. 
A moment later, James lifts me upright, and | laugh, punching his chest lightly. "Dick" 

"If you two exhibitionists are done?" Lars yells from the door of the bus. 


We pile in, slumping into the plush seating area. Adrenaline has departed, leaving the reality that Gods of 
Thunder though we may be, we're still almost forty. 


These days, after a concert, we're more likely to be washing down our aspirin with water instead of whiskey. 


| head to one of the bunks early, popping one of the muscle relaxants. I'm not going to sleep great, even with 
them. | don't really expect black ice in Southern California in August, but still 


| doze off quickly, lulled by the hypnotic sound of tires on pavement. 

l'm in a field, freezing. Well, haven't had this nightmare for a few years. It's almost welcome. 

| hear everyone screaming, James cursing. And yup. There's Cliff, under the bus. Then, the scene changes, and 
the scent of stale beer and sawdust and sweat overwhelms me. No..A hand wraps around my throat, and | 
fight to breathe as the grip tightens. 

| wake up, shaking, feeling James' arms around me, holding me. | can't take this, too close..God, | can't breathe! | 
claw at my throat, realizing that his hand is near my neck, and l'm batting at him, and struggling free of his 


grasp. 


He wakes slowly, realizing that something's wrong. "Kirk? Sssh, baby, it's okay," he soothes, trying to hold me, 


pull me closer. 
Oh, God. No. Can't handle him pressed against my back. | writhe, trying to get him off me. 
Strange noises are coming from my throat, animal sounds. | need room..God, James, just stop.. 


With one last hard squirm, the pressure behind me abates, and | roll over, breathing hard. I'm alone in the 


little compartment, the curtain fluttering. 


| press myself against the wall, trying to breathe, eyes squeezed shut. James is cursing, and | hear Uli's 


staccato voice, trying to calm him. 


"Kirk?" Jason says softly. "It's okay, Kirk. We're all here, nothing's going to hurt you." 
| nearly laugh at that. If I'm so fucking safe, why am | shaking? 
"Baby, it's all right. Just relax," James soothes. 


The panic is starting to drain away, though | still feel trapped. My heart is pounding in my chest. Now, its 


being replaced by a burgeoning shame. 
| turn my face into the pillow. God, I'm such a fucking pussy. Why the fuck do they bother? 


A hand touches my shoulder, and | tense, but don't pull away. A moment later, | feel the bed dip, but not 


enough to be James. 

"Kirk?" 

At Uls voice, | lift my head. "James must be pretty pissed at me to send you in for hand holding’ 
He doesn't smile. "What happened, Kirk?" 


"| don't know. | had a nightmare, and | woke up, and his hand was at my throat" | shrug. "I freaked" | let my 
head drop back to the pillow. | suck. 


Lars strokes my back gently. "Maybe it's time for you to talk to someone, Hamlet," he suggests. 


| shake my head. "I'm doing so much better, than | was. | think it was just the bus, and the excitement. I'll be 


fine once we're into a routine, really.” 


He looks at me dubiously. "Kirk.We can't keep this up. No, that's not a threat. But, James can't handle much 


more, and honestly, neither can Jason or |. For the sake of our collective sanity, you've got to pull it together.” 
| nod slightly. "I know. I'm sorry, Uli. I'll pull it together.” 

"Kirk, you don't have to do this alone. Closed fist, remember?" 

"| know. And | appreciate it" | take a deep breath. "Can | get to the bathroom and back without facing James?" 


"Yeah. Jase pulled him into the front compartment, go ahead." He slides out gracefully, and | follow, heading to 
the bathroom. 


| don't like the looks of the man looking back at me from the mirror. | look..broken. 


| sit on the floor, squeezing between the Toilet and the sink, and try to breathe deeply. | can't relax, though. 


Fuck this. Plan B. 


Its only been a few hours since | took the ibuprofen and muscle relaxant, so | know tomorrow, l'm going to 
Y P going 


have indigestion from hell, but tough shit. | step out, smiling in a way that | hope Uli takes as reassuring. 
"Just let me try stretching a little, then I'll be fine," | tell him, sitting down and pulling my legs in under me. 


He nods. They've all seen yoga help me before, so it's not unusual. "I'm going to go check on Jason and James," 


he says. "Poke your head out when you're done." 


"Will do." As soon as the curtain closes, I'm on my feet, heading for the mini bar. "Wine, beer, whiskey, soda.hal 


Jaegermister." 


God, that shit is foul. It burns like a motherfucker going down, too. But within a couple of minutes, | can feel 


the comfortable warmth spreading through me. 


| head back to the bathroom, brushing my teeth furiously, grabbing a wintergreen mint. If James can do it, so 


can |, dammit. Then, | fix myself a nice cup of decaf mint tea. 


James is sitting on the sofa, eyes closed when | come in. Lars scrutinizes me hard, and | meet his eyes 


without flinching. He nods, and tugs on Jason's sleeve. "We're going back to bed," he murmurs. "Night, James." 


James mumbles something like good night, and | kiss them each on the cheek as they pass. James hasn't 
realized that I'm there yet, and | cross to him slowly, sitting my mug on the table with a soft clink of glass. 


He opens his eyes, meeting mine. For that unguarded instant, | see everything in them. The love, the fear, the 
anger, the weariness, they're all on display. My heart contracts. God, | hate hurting him like this. 


| straddle his legs, kneeling on the sofa. "Seems like I'm always telling you how sorry | am," | whisper. 


He leans his head forward, resting it on my chest, above my heart. "You don't have to, baby. | just wish | knew 
how to help you better. There's got to be some reason | keep setting you off” 


Oh, Christ, he's blaming himself for my phobias. "I love you, James Alan Hetfield. No matter how screwed up 


my head has been, my heart has always known that," | murmur fiercely, bending to kiss him. 


His fingers slide into my hair, holding me as he kisses me back gently. His lips brush along my jaw, back 


towards my ear, and | shiver. "And | love you, Kirk Lee Hammett." 


My hips jerk at the surprising bolt of pleasure, and | feel his body under me, his hardening shaft rubbing 
against me. The alcohol is sliding through my veins, relaxing me, taking away my inhibitions, and | lower myself, 


grinding against him lightly. 


He gasps sharply, and | smirk, bending to kiss him again, harder, deeper. He tastes so good, so hot. ! love how 
he responds to me, arching into each little touch. 


| shift until I'm sitting on him, so our shafts are brushing together through the thin material. Then, with a 


slow smirk, | rock my hips. 
James' eyes flutter shut, his head lolling back on a soft moan. "Christ, Kirk.please. Need you." 


| kiss him again. God, | love him. He's been so gentle, so perfect the last few months. l'm suddenly struck by 
the fierce need to protect him, to keep him safe. Even if that means I'm keeping him safe from myself. 


It seems like all I've done in the last few months is hurt him. Lars was right. It has to end. He deserves a lover 


who can give instead of just take. And if it kills me, | will do that. 

His hand brushes my face. "What're you thinking?" 

| force a smile. "How lucky | am to have you." | press a light kiss to his fingertips, then put his hand back on 
the sofa. My hips rock again, feeling him shudder under me. "Now, you're going to sit here, and do what | tell 


you, got it?" 


He nods, whimpering a little as | step back. His eyes are wild, filled with a dark, roiling need that makes my 


stomach clench. | will do this. 


"Slide your underwear down so | can see you, James." His eyes widen a little, but the fabric slides down his 


thighs, leaving him open for view. 


God, he's fucking beautiful. | lick my lips absently, staring at the proud shaft, rising from a nest of dark golden 


curls. 


Without thinking consciously about it, my hands are sliding over my sides, brushing the material of my t-shirt 


over my tattoos. 
James growls softly, leaning forward. "Let me see you, Kirk," he whispers. 


| smirk. This could be fun. Without a word, | reach over, flipping the stereo on. | still don't know why our bus 
needs a 50 CD changer, but whatever. Nestled right around 48 is the song | want. 


James' eyes widen as the slow, pounding beat of Devil's Dance comes on. "Kirk?" 


“Ssssh." | rock my body slightly, letting the sound of the music fill me. Then, | start to move in time with it, 


hands sliding over my skin, over my clothes. 


He makes a sound approaching a whimper when | slide my t-shirt off, leaving just my briefs on. It changes, 


sliding into a moan as | toy with my nipples, pinching them into hard little nubs. 


| let him see how much l'm enjoying this, sliding a finger up to my lips, sucking on it delicately. It makes wet 


little trails over my nipple, leaving a slick line over my chest. 

| step a little closer, holding his eyes. "Do you like this, James? Do you want to watch me touch myself?" 
"Fuck," he moans. "Please, Hamlet." He reaches out a hand, gently flicking at my nipple, watching me shiver. 

| step back, smirking. "Uh-uh, James. You're going to watch, for now. No touching until | tell you that you can" 


| bend, holding his hands lightly as | kiss him deeply, not letting him touch me. Then, | step back again, scooping 
up a little bottle of cocoa butter we have to keep the calluses soft, and starting to stroke it into my skin 


James squirms, obviously wanting to touch me. The scent of the cream is heady, a coconut concoction that 


smells like a warm beach and little drinks with umbrellas in them. 


When my hands reach the waistband of my underwear, | hesitate, then slide them lower, pulling the elastic 


down, revealing my tattoos inch by inch. 

"Kirk." James growls. 

| smirk. "Patience, James." 

With out another word, | slide my briefs off, letting him see my arousal, see what he does to me. 


| delve my fingers into the cocoa butter again, stroking it over my thighs, along my hipbones, before sliding 
inwards, brushing one finger along the achingly hard shaft. 


His eyes are drawn there as | slowly tease myself with one hand. My other hand is scooping up a generous 


portion of cocoa butter and sliding behind me. | can fucking do this. He deserves a lover who can give him what 


he needs, and dammit, | will be that person. 
To do that, | have to get over the fear. 


He doesn't even notice, his eyes locked on the way I'm stroking myself. "Do you like this, James? Do you like 


watching me touch myself for you?" 
He nods, swallowing hard. "God, Kirk." 
| drop to my knees fluidly. "Do you want me to touch you?" 


"Please, baby. Need you so much.." 


| smile, crawling towards him slowly, trying to put every ounce of heat into my eyes. 


When | reach him, | bend lower still, flicking my tongue along the instep of his foot, over the little knobby bone 
of his ankle. 


He jumps, shivering at the little phantom touches. | trail a little higher, nuzzling at the strong calves, nipping 
gently. 


When | reach his knees, | lift his legs a little, helping him scoot forward so | can run my tongue over the 


crease. 


He whimpers, shivering as | kiss my way higher, licking and nuzzling over the backs of his thighs, teasing the 
sensitive skin. | nip gently at the junction of his thigh and ass, sucking hard as he writhes against me. 


"Kirk! Please, need you inside me.." 
| lower his legs, licking my way up over his balls, teasing my tongue along the underside of his shaft. 


He mewls as my lips close over the head, sucking the little drops of precum clean. Before the sound dies from 


his throat, I've moved on, kissing his stomach, teasing my way over his chest, until I'm kissing his lips again 
"Taste yourself, baby," | murmur. "So hot and sweet." 

James kisses me desperately, mouth hot, hard. "Please Kirk, fuck me," he begs. 

| move quickly, before | can lose my nerve, straddling his lap again. "Not this time, James." 

"Kirk?" he says, hearing the tightness in my voice. 


| position myself, fighting every urge in my body to pull back, run. Then, | hold his eyes, those sweet blue eyes, 


slowly lowering myself until | can feel the pressure at my entrance. 
"Kirk, you don't have to," James groans. 
| bite my lip hard, shuddering with a combination of fear and revulsion. God. can't. 


James' hands come up, cupping my face. "Kirk, look at me," he growls. "You don't have to do this. Not now. Not 


ever, if you dont want to." 
| kiss him, needing to stop the soft words before they shatter me. 


His kiss is gentle, tender, letting me take the lead. | didn't know there was this much kindness in James, but 


he's been so sweet, so gentle.. 
"Why can't | do this?" | whisper plaintively. 


"You're not ready for it, baby." He kisses my throat lightly, his hands sliding over my back, smoothing over the 


skin "When you're ready, you'll know." 
Why am! such a pussy? | know this won't hurt. | know itll feel fucking wonderful, actually. 


"When you're ready, you'll know." James repeats. "And I'll be here, and I'll make love to you until you'll beg to 


have me inside you, baby. No fear, no pain. Only pleasure, until you won't remember your own name." 
| fall into his eyes and into his voice, that deep hypnotic growl. "God, James," | whisper. 


"And then, when you can't take any more pleasure, I'll slide inside you, make love to you slow and deep, make 


you moan, make you come over and over again for me, sweet Kirk" 


His voice is wrapping around me, sliding over my skin like a physical touch, stroking places deep inside me, 


bringing me to life again. 
"And, I'll come deep inside you, fill you until we're one." 
Fuck, that sounds good. Sounds like heaven. "James..." 


"lll feel so good inside you, hard and hot, and I'll take such good care of you. I'll worship your body the way it 
should be, touch you, kiss you, make you feel good.” 


If he keeps this up, I'm going to come without him ever touching me. My world has shrunk into the feel of his 
hands, sliding over my back, his eyes, warm and sensual, and that voice. God, it's no wonder we have legions of 
female fans. 


He could tempt a nun, | swear. 


Before | can stop, before my body can react to the thought, | bite my lip hard, and drop, letting my weight 


drive him into me. Fuck.hurts.. 
James' arms slide around me like bands of steel, holding me still, murmuring softly soothing words as | shake. 


The pain fades out after a moment, replaced my a not-unpleasant fullness. God, he's bigger than he looks. | lift 


my head, startled at the emotions running through his eyes. Concern, anger, fear, desire, they're all there. 


"Kirk," he whispers brokenly. "Why?" 


‘It was time," | murmur. | lift my hips a little, feeling the slow glide of his cock inside me. It simultaneously 


excites me and repulses me. | focus on the first, the alcohol dulling the second, letting me ignore it. 


He moans, his hand curling around my now soft cock, stroking me as | start to ride him. He closes his eyes 


tightly, head thrown back. "God Kirk, so tight," he whimpers. "So hot" 


"That's it, James," | whisper. "Come for me, baby. Want to feel you come inside me." | move harder, moaning 


softly as his hand tightens on my cock 

"So good," he murmurs. "Does it feel good, baby?" 

| nod, whimpering my agreement. Truth is, it doesn't feel like much of anything. It's okay, the pleasure is there, 
I'll come from it.l think, but there's a coldness spreading through me that even his touch can't stop. l'm 


making all the right moves, all the right noises, but it's mechanical. 


l'm doing this for him, not for me. He's been so gentle, treated me like I'm porcelain. | want to show him how 


much that means, how much | love him. 


He arches suddenly, and | tighten my muscles around him, feeling him come hot and deep inside me with a 


hoarse noise of pleasure. 

A moment later, lm being pushed back on the sofa, and his lips close around me. | squirm, arching into his 
touch, moaning his name as he sucks hard, head moving on my length. God, that feels nice. | tense suddenly, 
coming with a sweet rush. 

James settles back on the sofa, lifting me onto his lap. "Are you all right, baby?" 

Define all right, | think tiredly. | feel.empty. Empty, and dirty. | remember our night away, the way he touched 
my soul. All! wanted to do was make him happy, to finally give him something, so why do | feel like a cheap 
whore? 

He kisses me gently, stroking my hair. "I love you," he whispers. 


| smile slightly, hoping it doesn't betray me. "I love you, too." 


A soft sound catches both our attentions, coming from the next compartment. With a curious look, | slip off 


James’ lap, walking over and peeking through the curtains. 
Holy fuck. 
Lars has Jason cradled in his arms, kissing him. "Sssh," he whispers. "Let me touch you, Jase." 


Jason nods frantically, whimpering low in his throat as Lars' hand trails up the bulge in his briefs, cupping him, 


squeezing him lightly. 


Jason's knees give abruptly, and Lars holds him, lowering him to the couch with a smirk. "Swooning for me?" 


the little pixie teases. "I think | like that." 
"As long as | don't have to do cheesy dialogue," Jason grins. 


Lars laughs outright, leaning down to kiss him. "Oh, my passionate flower," he proclaims. "Do not fear. For even 
though it is your first time, my-" He breaks off as Jason snorts. 


"First time?" 

‘lm trying to be romantic here, work with me, dick," Lars laughs. 

‘Oh, sorry." Jason's smile says that he's anything but. "Forgive me, oh manly stud. | was taken by an attack of 
the vapors at the sight of your incredible manliness." His fingertips trail over the obvious outline of Lars’ cock 


through his silk boxers. 


The sound Lars makes is half moan, half laugh, as he begins to kiss Jason in earnest. Jason's hands slide 


around Lars, kneading the muscles in his back, sliding down to cup his ass, squeezing gently. 


Lars rewards him by rocking his hips, rubbing their shafts together through the layers of fabric. Jason's 
hands slide higher, knotting in Ulis thick hair, holding him close. 


"Ow! Hair, hair!" Uli yelps suddenly. 


"What? Fuck," Jason mutters. "Hold still, it's caught in my watch." He fumbles for a moment, and Lars pulls 
back, rubbing his head. Jason tosses his watch onto the table, reaching up to massage his head. "Y‘okay?" 


Lars' shoulders shake, and | worry for a moment, then | hear the peals of giggles. "That was fucking smooth," 
he chortles. 


Jason laughs, then reaches up, pulling him close for another kiss. The laughter dies out, replaced by wet 
sucking sounds. They're both shifting against each other, practically humping each other's thighs. 


| feel James behind me, his hand sliding down my side, and | shiver. To watch them, and have him touching 


me..| shudder as my cock starts to harden again. 
Lars slides lower, his fingers hooking into Jason's briefs, tugging them down as Jase obligingly lifts his hips. 


James' hand curls around my cock at the same moment that Lars' tongue begins to lathe slow paths over 


Jason's. 


Jason moans, head tossing back and forth on the sofacushion as Lars’ tortures him with little sucks and kitten 
licks. 


"Please, Uli.” 


Lars kisses his way back up Jason's body, pausing to flick his tongue at the hard little nipples. "Do you like this, 


Jason? Do you want me inside you?" 

Jason nods quickly. "Fuck me, please," he whimpers. 

Lars glances around, stretching up to grab a tube of lip balm. Any port in a storm, | guess. 
A moment later, Jason's arching, gasping as Lars slides into him carefully. 

They move together slowly at first, then faster as Uli finds a rhythm he likes. 

Jason's mewling gets louder with each thrust, begging Lars to touch him, to fuck him hard. 


| shake as James hand moves faster, keeping time with them. As he steps closer, | can feel him against my 


back, hard and ready again. God, | don't think | can take him twice in one night.. 


| reach back, wrapping my hand around him, stroking hard and fast, my fingertips pressing hard into the 
underside. 


Jason's voice scales up, moaning Lars' name loudly as his climax overwhelms him. 


A moment later, I'm coming too, leaning into James’ touch, biting my lip to hold in the screams. I'm afraid that 


if | start for any reason, | won't stop. 


James isn't far behind me, | feel him come, the sticky fluid splattering on my back and ass. A second later, 
Lars makes a little choked noise as he rams one last time into Jase, coming deep inside him. 


When | look back, Lars is petting Jason's chest lightly, smiling up at him. Jason smiles tenderly, reaching up to 
stroke Ulis cheek. 


| close my eyes, feeling something splinter deep inside me. | want that so badly, to be able to tease, to be able 


to love. To feel something other than fear, and emptiness. 
James kisses my neck. "Can | sleep with you?" he asks gently. 


Come on, Hammett, it's like any other thing. If you act confident, you will be confident, in time. | nod slowly. 


"Please?" | smirk, putting a little heat into my eyes, a flirty little bat of my eyelashes. 


James laughs, pushing the curtain open and heading into the sleeping compartment. Jason turns an interesting 


shade of red, but Lars just smirks as James pats him on the head. 
"Night, Uli. Night, Newkia." 

"Night, James. Night, Kirk." 

"Night Lars, Jase," | murmur. 

Jason mumbles something incoherent, then clears his throat. "Night guys.” 


James crawls in first, putting his back to the wall. "That way you won't feel trapped,” he explains. "And, you 


won't be able to kick me onto the floor." 
I'm really so-" | break off as his finger covers my lips. 


"I told you, no more apologies. We work with what we've got from here on out." He kisses my forehead, pulling 


me close. "We'll get there, baby." 


Wrapped in his arms, | let myself relax, let the alcohol and painkillers pull me down. 


lb 
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| wake to pain. l'd expected it, but it's been a while since | mixed booze and drugs like that, and it hurts. 
| slip out of the bunk, wincing my way over to the little fridge. 
"You okay, Kirk?" 


| jump at Uli's voice, then relax. "Yeah. I'm okay. Whatever they put in that damned tofu sauce is ripping the 
hell out of my stomach this morning, though." 


He offers me the little jug of milk "Looking for this?" 


"Yeah, thanks. Why is it, whenever you order vegetarian, some people feel the need to fuck unmercifully with 
the sauces? It's pasta, for Christ's sake. You could slap ketchup on it, and it would work" 


Lars chuckles. He's heard this rant before. Usually when some restaurant feels the need to load my order with 


onions, as though itll make up for the lack of meat somehow. 


After a glass of milk and a croissant, | feel a little better, but still, | now remember why Jaegermister is not 


my friend any more. 

"How much longer till we get to the hotel?" | ask 

Lars shrugs. "We're supposed to pull in around noon, so probably soon" 

| glance at the clock. It's nearly twelve thirty. "Should we wake the double J's?" 
"Nah. It's not worth my life to wake Jason this fucking early," Lars grins. 


An hour later, we finally pull up at the Marriot. James stumbles out of the bunk, looking for all the world like 


a grumbling bear coming out of hibernation. 


He's the one who gets to wake Jase when we finally get to the hotel. In a staggeringly bright move, Gio flew 
ahead, and is already on security duty. 


Remind me to kick Lars’ ass for the nice long bus ride... 


The press isn't as oppressive here, mostly local, with a couple tabloid writers lurking. With a sigh, Lars flips 
open his cell, telling management to pick a couple of them, we'll do the same deal as last time, an interview or 


two with the legit press after the show. 


In the meantime, we've got a couple of hours until soundcheck, plenty of time for a little nap. And a long 


shower. 


| stare at the ceiling, feeling the solid warmth of James against my body. Right now, in the blandly innocuous 
pastel of the hotel, | feel safe, protected 


| curl into the feeling, letting myself doze off. 

The pounding on the door jerks me awake, pulse pounding in my throat. "What?" 

"Kirk, get your ass up, we've gotta evacuate the building," Lars yells. 

| shake James awake, hurrying to the door. "Why?" 

Lars’ eyes are wide with fear. "Bomb threat, and the dogs are going crazy. We gotta move." 


It's amazing how fast one can grab the vital shit when someone mentions the word bomb. We're outside in no 


time flat, back in the fucking bus. 
"Now, what the fuck is going on?" James growls. 


Tony, our long suffering tour manager, sighs. "The police got a call from some asshole, claiming that he'd put a 


bomb in the hotel" 
"Why?" Jason asked. 


Tony shifts uncomfortably. "He said that he was going to cleanse the world of your filth, and that 


homosexuality is an abomination before the Lord." 

"Oh, for Christ's sake," Lars groans. 

| just sit there, head in my hands. James sits next to me, patting my leg gently. 

‘I've got another team of dogs at the arena, checking things over. In the meantime, we're going to move your 
stuff to another hotel out of the area" Tony shrugs. "Don't worry too much about it, guys. We'll make sure 


you're safe." 


"Thanks, Tony," James murmurs. He seems distracted, off, but considering, not a shock. 


Sound check goes miserably. We've all got other things on our mind than the concert, and its obvious. Finally, 
Mick throws his hands up. "I give up. It'll have to fucking do." 


He stomps off, and we all slink backstage, tails firmly between our legs. 
Our grand meal of the night this time is pizza. Oh, yeah, we're just living a glamorous life. 


Even with all the outside stuff, as the concert time approaches, we all start to get pumped up. We've changed 
up the set list a little, adding in “Unforgiven Il" in place of "Be There." 


Finally, it's time to head out. This time, | go first, grinning as | look out at the sea of fans. The stage seems a 
little different, but that could just be the venue. If it's too small for the full stage, our tech crew does some 
minor adjustments to make it fit. Still, something is niggling at the back of my mind. 


Ill worry about it later, though. Right now, I've got to concentrate on "Creeping Death." | fucking hate that 


intro, even if it does kick ass. 


The song goes off without a hitch, and | start to relax, launching into "I Disappear." There's still something 
distracting me, but damned if | can figure it out. 


The crowd is hot, cheering every riff, every word from James’ mouth. Not that | blame them for that. James 


is in fine form, putting all his annoyance into the music. 
It makes the normal Hetfield growl all the more potent. 


We're midway through "Sandman," when | realize what's bothering me. The pyros. They're not right. Instead of 
pointing up, a handful are tilted forward. Right at us. And the crowd. 


SHTI 

James looks over as | abruptly stop playing. "Kirk, what the fuck-' 

The look on my face must tell him. He hurries over, and | point towards the pyros. 

| don't think I've ever seen him go quite that pale. 

"We've gotta get the fans to move out from the stage" I'm not sure how much of it he understands, but he 
already knows. No one else in the world knows quite so intimately what the magnesium pyros are capable of 


Well, at least no one alive. 


To my surprise and to my horror, James steps back to the center mic. "Okay, guys, | need you to listen up. 
We've got a problem with our pyros here. Someone's been dicking with them, and considering the bomb scare 


at the hotel, we're not messing around with it. So, I'm gonna need your help." 

| move to stand next to him, fighting the urge to grab him and yank him out of the line of fire. 

"What we need you to do, is to shift back, away from the stage. | want plenty of room between all of you and 
these things," James says firmly. "As soon as we get these dealt with, we'll pick it up from Sandman, | 
promise." 


The fans start slowly, then move faster, getting away from the stage with the help of security. 


The bomb squad gets there quickly, and checks over the rigging. We head back to the dressing room, letting 
them do their job. 


Forty minutes later, Tony comes in, sweating and pale. "Pyros taken care of?" Lars asks. 
He nods, swallowing hard. 
"That bad?" 


"Someone had packed them with nails. If they'd gone off, that would have sent thousands of superheated bits 
of metal rocketing through you and into the crowd." 


"Fuuuck," Jason breathes. "Uh, guys? Can we skip the pyro for the rest of the tour?" 


"Man after my own heart," James agrees. "Can someone make an announcement that we'll be back on in 


twenty?" 
Tony wanders off, mumbling about fools with more balls than brains. 


James stands up, stretching. "Well, CNN will be sorry they didn't cover the whole tour," he mutters. He walks 
over, coming to stand in front of me. "Thank you, baby. I'm glad you're so much more observant than the rest 


of us." 


He runs through a couple of scales, rewarming his voice, and we retake the stage, minus pyros. Our set list 
goes out the window soon after, as we end up playing for two hours straight. It's been a long time since we 


pulled a three plus hour concert out of our ass, but god knows, these fans deserve it. 
We're all conveniently ignoring the fact that someone tried to kill us. We'll deal with that later. 
We do the interviews afterwards, announcing that we're tightening up security and removing the pyros. 


Tomorrow morning, we're flying back to Mobil, for the first of our make up concerts. I'm not looking forward 


to being back there. 


Three muscle relaxants put me down for the count quickly that night, but they're not enough to put down the 


dreams. 


| know this is a dream. | know it, but | can't stop it. And it feels so reall | can feel the guitar strings under my 


fingers, smell the sweat and the adrenaline in the air, hear the guitar wailing the familiar notes. 

Then, the drums, pounding out the low rhythm. 

"Now | lay me down to sleep." 

Wait, what about the pyros? 

"Hush little baby, don't say a word." 

James! James, the pyros! 

‘It's just the beasts under your bed" 

James, stop! 

"In your closet, in your head!" 

NO! 

As Lars changes the beat into the chorus, they erupt. It's like a slow motion horror movie. 

The bright flare of light comes first, rocketing towards James, hitting him squarely in the back. He stiffens, 
jerking as the nails rip through him, cauterizing even as they cut. | can see through the holes, see the blinding 


light behind him. 


Then, the skin blackens, bubbling and lifting from his body. But not just on his arm, all over. By the time he 
falls to the stage, he's a husk that shatters on impact. 


| wake to my screams, feeling groggy, unsure whether l'm awake or not. "Kirk, baby, it's a nightmare. I've got 


you." 


For once, the arms around me are welcome. | burrow against James' chest, wrapping my arms around him 


tightly. 
"Sssh," he whispers, stroking my hair. "It's all right, baby. Nothing's going to hurt you." 


"Why do they hate us?" | ask plaintively. | hate the petulant note in my voice, but | can't help it. | don't know 


how much more of this | can take. 


James kisses my forehead, stroking my back gently. "They've always found a reason, baby. Whether they were 
saying that we were the cause of teenage suicides, or that we sold out, or Napster, there was always a 


reason. This is just the new ore. In two or three years, there'll be something different." 


| sniffle against his shoulder softly, beginning to relax as the warmth of his body penetrates mine, alive, whole. 


My James. 


| brush my lips over his cheek, feeling the scarring there, both from acne and flames. "I love you," | whisper 


softly. 


His head tilts, and | feel his lips on mine. "I love you, too, Quirk. Now, go back to sleep. We've got to be up in 
two hours." 


| sigh against his throat. | don't really want to go back to sleep, but James' breathing is already slowing down, 


evening out. 
| drift back off slowly, listening to the reassuring thump of his heartbeat. 


The plane ride into Mobile is hell. Between turbulence and my own nerves, it's all | can do not to scream. 


Instead, | grab a bottle of liquor off the bar near my seat and take a healthy swig. 


"Don't forget, you've got an appearance at the Mobile Hospital right before lunch," Lars mutters. "Not to 
mention, a concert tonight." 


| flip him off, taking another gulp. On an empty stomach, it's enough to send a slow warmth stealing through 


me. By the time we land, I'm much happier. 


Or | was, until they started shoving food and coffee down my throat. I'm not that drunk, really. Unfortunately, 
by the time l'm supposed to leave for the hospital thing, I'm pretty much sober. 


They send Jason with me to the appearance, since Lars and James are supposed to appear on the noon news. 


As we get closer to the hospital, the knot in my stomach tightens more and more. All | can remember is 


waking up terrified, locked in silence and agony. Even Jason's presence isn't making a dent in it. 

My breathing is speeding up, to the point that | know if | don't get a grip, I'm going to be unconscious soon 
"Kirk? Kirk, calm down." 

| hear Jason's voice, but | can't focus. Can't breathe. 


The slap isn't hard, more a flick of his fingertips against my cheekbone, but it stings like a bitch. Its more 


than enough to get my attention. "Kirk!" 

| stare at him, wide eyed. "What?" | growl 

He grins. "Much better." 

That pulls out an unwilling grin. "Dick," | grouse. 

"It worked." 

| can't really argue with that. Besides, we're at the hospital. Time to smile for the cameras. | pull down the 
vanity mirror as we turn into the driveway, ostensibly to check my hair. Instead, I'm upending the litle vial, 
tapping a little hint of powder onto my pinky. 

"Jase, do you have a brush with you?" 

"Kirk, you look fine." 


He won't realize it, but the answering snort | gave in reply to that was actually me doing the hit. 


It gives me the courage | needed, to step out of the limo with an easy smile, greeting the nurses and doctors 


happily, thanking them for taking such good care of me. 


| sign, pose for pictures, the whole nine yards. Jason's right there with me, giving me a steady anchor to lean 


on. The press has a field day when we visit their adolescent wing. 
lm sorry James couldn't come for that part of it, actually. The kids are cool, so much more so than the 
adults. They know the score. One kid, Eddie, one of the terminal cases, actually has his guitar in the room with 


him. 


His nurse tipped me off that he's a Met fan, so we spent a little more time there. When | ask if | could see his 
guitar, you'd have thought I'm offering him gold. 


Its a pretty crappy thing, a trashy sounding little Gibson, but it's in tune, and it doesn't sound half bad when | 
start playing it. 


After a couple of songs, | ask to hear him play. He's really good, and he just beams all over himself when 
Jason and | compliment him. 


Before we leave, | grab a nurse, asking them if he could physically handle coming to the concert. His mother 


bursts into tears when we ask for her permission to have him as our guest. 


Its funny, | went in dreading the visit, but | think | got a lot out of it. | feel a lot better, actually. 


James and Lars have just gotten back when we pull up to the arena After the concert tonight, we're heading 
out for two days in New Orleans. Our next concert is in Houston, so it doesn't make much sense to fly home. 
Thanks to the two month break, our tour schedule now looks like something out of a horror movie. 

Instead of the original plan, which was to play on Friday and Saturday nights, then have the week off, we're all 


over the place. 


We've got concerts on weekdays, Sundays, you name it. It was the only way Lars could get the tour finished 
before Christmas. We're due back in the studio on January second to start hammering out the new album. 


They're laughing, still making fun of the anchorman they'd been on the air with. 
"Y'all haven't been havin’ a good month, have ya?" Lars mocks in a horrendous Southern accent. 
"It went well, | take it?" | ask, laughing. 


"Oh, fuck yes. James turned on that "good old boy" charm, and had them thinking that maybe "dem queers" 
weren't all that bad" 


James smirks, but his eyes dance. He had fun 
"Guys," Tony's voice intrudes on our laughter. "We've got the first Baptist Church Youth group protesting out 
front. Technically, they're on arena property, but there's a couple of news cameras out there, so | don't want 


to move them." 


James rolls his eyes expressively. "Lars, go out and start talking in German at them. With any luck, they'll think 


you're possessed and speaking in tongues, and they'll run 

Lars chuckles. "My luck, they'll burn me at the stake." 

"Good point." 

"Just put a speaker out there and have him sing," Jason offers. 
"That's a little too cruel," | tease. "Can't we just shoot them?" 

Lars flips me off, laughing. "So, what do we want to do with them?" 
"Invite them to the concert?" James laughs. 

Lars stops mid-laugh. "That's a fucking great ideal" 


"What?" 


"Think about the press we'd get. Let's face it, we could use something good for a change. Invite the youth 
group leader back here to talk to us. Oh, and send out some cold drinks or something," Lars adds. 


Oh, goodie. Bill Gates’ mini-me has risen from the dead. 


Half an hour later, we're visiting with a lovely group of teenagers. If it wasn't for the fact that they think | 
should burn in hell, it would be fun. They're not bad kids, just misguided, 


James is deep in discussion with their leader, Father something or another. It looks heated, but pleasant enough. 


They stay for sound check, which means that we're on our best behavior. Well, more or less. Maybe playing 


the intro to "Am | Evil" was a little tacky. 


The Mobile Arena's idea of vegetarian food is, well, salad. | beg Tony to run out an pick me up some fettuccine. 


If they think | can play for two and a half straight hours on rabbit food, we need to have a talk. 
God, | can't wait til we get to New Orleans. At least there they know how to cook real food. 


As though hearing my thoughts, Lars sidles up to me. There's a look in those jade eyes that has me worried. 
"What's up, Uli?" 


"| got a request for an appearance for you earlier today." 
"And?" He's acting all mysterious. It's not like Lars. 


"And | haven't mentioned it to James, and he's going to kill me for mentioning it to you. Its for the day after 


tomorrow, while we're in New Orleans." 


‘Its gonna have to be something good to get me to do it during my day off. What is it?" | make little bowing 


motions as Tony hands me a styrofoam container of pasta 

Lars sighs, shifting from foot to foot. "James is going to kill me." 

"ll protect you. Spit it out, Pixie." | know how much he hates that nickname. 
"They want you to be grand marshal of their gay pride parade,’ Lars blurts. 
"WHAT?" 

James’ head jerks up sharply as | begin to giggle. "No fucking way," | laugh. 


Lars nods. 


‘Oh, man" As the disbelief fades, the possibilities begin to creep into my mind. It could be fun, really.. 
"Well?" 

"Who did it last year?" | ask 

"Kevin Spacey. The year before that, it was Patrick Stewart." 

"Oh, well, in that case, sure I'll do it. | mean, if he did it, it cant be all that bad," | grin. 

"Do what?" James asks. 


| look up at him, trying for an innocent look. "I'm going to be the grand marshal at the New Orleans Gay Pride 
parade," | chirp. 


James just stares for a moment, an odd look on his face, before laying his hand over his eyes. "Oh, God." He 


turns, wandering off with a sigh. 
Well, he took that well. | trot after him. "I don't have to if it bothers you, James." 
He turns, shaking his head. "No, it's fine, Quirk | just always forget that you don't do things halfway, ever." 


| shrug with a sheepish smile. "| probably would have done it if they asked even before we were outed, you 


know." 


He nods, smiling slightly as he presses a kiss to my lips. "I know. It's part of what | love about you. You'll have 


a blast." 


"| love you, too, James." 


My guest, Eddie and his mother, Sarah, show up soon after. James turns on the Mighty Het charm, and has 
her giggling like a schoolgirl in no time flat. 


By the time he excuses himself to start warming up his voice, Eddie's staring at him like he's God. That's my 
James. | escort them to their place on the little raised viewing platform we have to the side of the stage for 


dignitaries and special guests. 
Before | head down to start loosening up, | ask him his favorite song. I'm expecting one of the bigger ores, 
"Sandman" or "Master," maybe. Instead, he comes up with "Attitude." Y'know, | don't know if we've ever played 


that one live. This could be fun. 


James nearly chokes when | tell him what song Eddie wants to hear. "Attitude?" He groans. "Christ, | don't know 


if | even remember the lyrics to that" 

"Like | can remember the riffs? Get fucking real," | chuckle, wandering over to the CD player. "Okay, guys, take 
a listen here. We're switching in one of the "B" sides for tonight. If you don't remember your part, relearn it 
fast" 


Lars and Jason stare in horrified fascination. "You've got to be kidding," Lars mutters. 


"Come on," Jason grins. "This could be fun" He grabs his bass, picking out the notes. "Yeah, | remember this 


one. 


| nod. I've lived with most of these songs for years. As soon as | heard the CD, it all came back to me. "I can 


do it," | agree. 
Lars is quietly drumming the rhythm on the table. "I'm gonna fucking suck, but I'll do it" 


James laughs. "So, nothing new under the sun, right Uli?" He dodges the dinner roll that comes sailing at his 


head. "Didn't you ever learn not to play with food?" 
Lars' reply is surprisingly eloquent considering it's non verbal nature. 


| grin, finishing up my stretching as James goes back to his scales. A moment later, | jump as a soft roll 
whaps into my forehead. 


| open my eyes, glaring around the room. "Who did that?" 


Lars and James point to Jason, who's pointing at James. "If you're not good, I'm shoving this roll where the sun 


doesn't shine." 
"Oooh, buttered, or dry?" 
Yeah, we're serious about our craft.. 


The show that night is looser than they had been We're starting to get into the touring mentality again, 


relaxing into the groove. 


"Attitude," much to Lars’ surprise, doesn't suck donkey cock. It's not "Sandman," which we can all do with our 
eyes closed these days, but it's not horrible. | cheekily dedicate "So What" to our new close personal friends at 


the Dauphin Way Baptist Church. 


I'm pretty sure | can hear their leader choking. Fuck ‘em. If they don't like it, they can go back to what | heard 
Sarah referring to as Fort God. It's their fucking hell, they can burn in it. 


The fans are loud as all hell. They've waited two months for this fucking concert, and now, they're going to 


have fun, dammit. 
It sounds weird, but each geographic area's fans are a little different. Even if you dropped us in an arena 
without letting us see where we were, nine times out of ten, we'd be able to figure it out before we played a 


note. 


Right now, the throaty yells, the raucous noise, tells me that we're solidly in the South, where they know how 
to party. 


I've always liked playing in the South. 

Thankfully, there are no technical glitches, no problems. Just the four of us, doing what we've always done. 
Making noise, and finding ways to get off, musically speaking. Despite the fact that James swears | look like I'm 
coming during solos, I've never gotten quite that far. Mind you, that's not to say that after a good show, | 
don't have a raging hard on. 

Adrenaline is adrenaline after all. The source isn't important. 


We stumble backstage afterwards, panting and physically drained, but flying high. 


| don't know who makes the first move, but suddenly James’ lips are against mine, kissing me hard, lips 


demanding. Caught up in the moment, | don't think, just yield, opening my mouth and sucking on his tongue. 
My hands scrabble at his sweat soaked jeans, pulling them open, fumbling the zipper down. 
His fingers pinch at my nipples, licking the salty sweat from my neck and licking at the tendons. 


I'm shaking from need and endorphins, and he feels so good, so hard.. Before | know it, I'm on my knees, burying 


my face in the musky scent, nuzzling at the springy curls, and he's moaning, telling me that he's coming. 


Then, he's cursing as | take a firm grip around the base, stopping him. | come back to my feet, kissing him 


brutally. "Fuck me, James. Now." 


| didn't know you could get wet leather off that quickly. His fingers undo the buttons, and I'm shivering in the 
cold, hard and needy. 


| should be afraid, should be panicking, and I'm not, and | don't care. He's looking at me, kissing me, tender even 


in his need. "How, baby?" 


| shove the empty bucket of chicken off the bar, hopping up and leaning back a little. It's a precarious position, 


but | know James won't let me fall. 


"Now, James," | beg. He pauses, bending to lap at the precum glistening on the tip, and | moan, fingers knotting 


in his hair. 


His lips fasten on mine, and | feel him sliding into me, an inch at a time. He's slick, entering smoothly, and | 


wonder what the fuck he's using for lube. 


Then, | feel his hipbones against my thighs, and | stop thinking all together, wrapping my legs around him 
tightly. 


"So fucking tight, Quirk." 
"Please, James..fuck me hard," | whimper. 
He obliges, his arms locked around me tightly, keeping me on the bar as he rams into me. 


| dimly hear Uli and Jason moaning, but | don't care. I'm flying, and in James’ arms. Nothing better on earth. 


Except when | feel him tighten against me, and then, that hot rush deep inside, touching places that are frozen. 


And his hand on me, stroking me so even as his shudders slow, my own are starting, and l'm screaming, 


fingers digging into his shoulders, arching up to bite at his throat. 


| lay there for a few moments, gasping, eyes closed. When | open them, James is looking at me with this 


expression of wonder in his eyes. "Fuck," he breathes. 
| smirk, reaching up to wipe a droplet of my cum off his cheek "How'd that get up there?" | grin 


James catches my wrist, his tongue rasping over the sensitive pad of skin as | shiver. "Thank you," he 


rumbles. 


| don't have to ask what for. For trusting him. Trust didn't enter into it. | couldn't have thought if my life 
depended on it. Its something to remember for the future, because even as l'm thinking, | can feel the fear 


stirring, threatening. 
He withdraws, and we shower, washing each other's backs, getting the butter he'd grabbed as lube off my ass, 
playing as we get dressed. | glance in the mirror as we head into the interview session. | look well-fucked. Then 


again, so does Jase. 


Lars and James seem to be sharing a self-satisfied smirk. 


L 


Author's Notes: 
Warnings: Rape, violence, drug use, minor character death. 


The flight to New Orleans is amazingly smooth, and | swear, as soon as my feet touch the ground, | feel 
better. | know New Orleans, and l'm safe here. Everyone may well know who we are, and that we're gay, but 


they don't give a fuck 


The city's motto is "lassiez le bon temps roulez," or "let the good times roll" It could just as well be "live and 


let live." 
And, | get to be Grand Marshall of a New Orleans parade! 
| sleep well, no nightmares, even though | don't take any muscle relaxants. 


In the morning, it's bengiets, little fried doughnuts covered in powdered sugar, and coffee strong enough to peel 
paint. | don't normally drink coffee, but then again, l'm doing coke again. How much more impurity is a little 


caffeine going to add to my system? 


We sightsee most of the day, wandering in and out of voodoo stores and cheesy tourist traps. Yeah, it's a 


racket, but it's a racket like no where else on earth. 


With a little scouting, we actually find a restaurant that has stuff I'll eat, while letting the rest of them get 


some of the most repulsive fried foods I've ever seen. 


Jason takes to eating crawfish with great gusto, even engaging in the local custom of sucking on the head. If it 
wasn't so fucking perverted, | think | would have puked. 


And that would have been a waste of a great many succulent golden hushpuppies. | could eat them until | 


burst. 


Then, as the sun goes down, the real New Orleans comes into being. Then, the beautiful architecture serves 


only as a backdrop for the bacchanal revelry. 


We stroll down Bourbon street, Jason and James keeping the crowd from getting too close to me. Of course, 
I'm working on my second Hurricane. If | go for a third, they're going to be carrying me. The crowd just isn't 
that big an issue once I'm this drunk. Besides, | deal a hell of a lot better when it's just a crowd, not a crowd 
that wants to touch me. 


Eventually, we tire out, and head back towards our hotel, towards the quieter side of the Quarter. As we get 


towards the other end of Bourbon, we hear the ear rending sounds of seventies music blaring. 


Oh, yes. They gay side of Bourbon. James shifts uncomfortably, and Lars and | grin evilly. "Come on, one more 
drink!" he chirps, dragging Jason along. 


James groans as we get near the club, replete with drag queens, and a giant disco ball that lights the street 
with multicolored sparkles. "You gotta be kidding, Quirk" 


"Please?" 

"No. Not a chance." 

"Come on, James, just one drink?" | can hear the slight slur in my words. | must be pretty fucked up. 
He finally sighs, and we head inside, following the bouncing Pixies. Hmmm, two of Lars is kinda scary. 


The guys in the bar recognize us, and drinks are on the house. By the time they start karaoke around three, 


we're all toasted. 


| think its Lars who starts trying to convince James to sing. | know it's Lars who shoves Jason and | up on 


stage to do "Its Raining Men" 
After much cajoling, not to mention the entire bar chanting for him to sing, James finally gets up on stage. 
He's utterly wasted. None of us bothered to point out that the Cyclones he's been downing have more vodka in 


them than my Hurricane had rum. 


I'm pretty sure that the tape of James Hetfield doing Donna Summers will be on EBay tomorrow. l'm also 
pretty sure that I'll be buying it. 


We stumble to our hotel around four, weaving and laughing as we go. 
Sometime around twelve, my alarm shrills, and James’ hand shoots past me, slapping it off the nightstand. 
"Fuck," he groans. He should know that vodka gives him a hangover by now. 


On the other hand, rum has never bothered me. Something about the sugar content. | roll over, kissing him 


gently. "Morning, sunshine." 
"Go away, and let me die in peace," he whispers. 


Poor James. "I've got to get together for the parade, baby. I'll call you when I'm done, and we can get dinner." 


At the mention of food, he buries his head back under the pillow, moaning softly. 


| laugh, getting changed into something more comfortable. What does one wear to a gay pride parade? | decide 


on a pair of black leather pants, my boots, and a black see-thru shirt. 


| fluff my hair a little, darkening the eyeliner a touch, drawing the lines out past my eyes to enhance the 


exotic slant. 

Then, secure in the fact that | look fucking hot, | hail a cab and head over to the parade headquarters. 

| meet Steven and Christopher, the parade organizers. Oh, God, they're so gay. | mean, I've been accused of 
acting like a raging queen, but | look positively butch next to these two. James would look like a hopeless 


Neanderthal next to them. 


Since | wasn't advertised as Grand Marshal, they don't think security is a problem. Maybe it's just stupid 
naiveté, but | don't think it's a problem either. 


| find that my job mostly consists of riding in a convertible and throwing beads and coins to the crowd, and 
making a little speech before the parade begins. 


Speech? I'm going to kill Lars. Motherfucking prick, he knows how | hate public speaking. 
"Just say whatever comes to your mind, honey," Christopher advises. "You'll do great" 
Which explains why I'm standing on a little platform, twisting my hands nervously as | wait for my introduction 


"And now, we'd like you all to meet our grand marshal,” Steven chirps. "Straight from San Francisco, and looking 


oh-so fine, we give to you the man behind Metallica's screaming guitar, Kirk Hammett!" 
‘Sorry boys, he's taken," Christopher adds. 


That makes me smile as | step up to the microphone. A chorus of cheers and a few whistles greet me, and | 
pause to preen a little. Vanity, thy name is Hammett. 


‘I'd like to thank Steven and Christopher for inviting me to be your Grand Marshal today," | say. "Since our 
outing, the majority of the public has been so wonderful, that in a lot of ways, we're wondering why we stayed 


in the closet for so long." 
| smile, looking at the sea of cheering faces. "And on a beautiful day like today, in this city, it feels more and 
more like Pride Day is becoming a day to celebrate our community, and to look ahead with hope for a future 


of acceptance." 


As the cheers die down, | smile. "Now, as Grand Marshal of the New Orleans Pride Day celebration, | declare 


this festival started!" 


| laugh as Steven and Christopher step forward, placing a sparkling tiara on my head, and draping a rainbow 


colored cloak over my shoulders. 


Then, | walk down, climbing into my pink Cadillac, and taking my place at the head of the parade. Right in front 
of the crossdressing jugglers. This is my life, | think wryly. Welcome to the weirdness. 


About half way down the route, | see Jason and Lars in the crowd, snapping pictures. Why do | just know these 
are going to make the website? 


| make sure to toss them strands of rainbow beads. 


The parade finally wraps up, and | laughingly dismount my chariot, thanking Christopher and Steven profusely. | 
had a blast. 


| call James, who says that he'll meet me in Jackson Square in half an hour. | get there in fifteen, and wander 
around, looking at the artwork along the fence. Its hotter than hell out today, and l'm sweating like a pig. A well 
dressed pig, sure, but still, a pig. 


| glance at the big old cathedral. | know they let visitors in to look around, I've been there before. | walk in, 
shivering at the blast of air conditioning. 


| wander around until a glance at my watch tells me that its almost time to go meet James by the big statue 


of Jackson. 


I'm walking past the confessionals when | hear it; that familiar bass rumble. "Forgive me father, for | have 


sinned." 

What? James isn't even Catholic. 

"Go on, my son” 

It's so wrong to stand here and listen to this. But, I'm still doing it. 

‘Ive lost my patience with my..partner," he says. "Been going out more than | should to keep from being nasty.’ 
Awww..God, | love him. He's so sweet. 


"You're not married?" 


"No. 


Well, duh. We don't live in Denmark, for Christ's-oh, sorry. | am in church. For Pete's sake. 

"Then, you know it is a sin to have relations with her." 

James sighs. "Actually, it's a he, Father." 

"This too is a sin, an abomination in the eyes of Our Father," he chides. "You know that, do you not?" 


| wait for James to tell him off. 


Instead, after a long hesitation, | hear a little voice that | barely recognize as something belonging to the 


Mighty Hetfield. "Yes." 
That sound you hear in the background is just my world shattering around me. 
Nothing important. 


| should yank open the fucking door and rail at him, or run far away. I'm too weak for that. | can't do this 


without him. 


It's selfish, and wrong, and | hate myself even more than ever, but all | do is walk outside and sit on a bench 


near the statue. 


When James comes out, | plead a headache, and go back to the hotel, telling him to have fun. He's back in an 


hour, bringing me food from one of the vegetarian places in town. 

| eat quietly, asking him how his day was. 

He says that he did a little wandering, a little shopping. 

| tell him that I'm going to bed early, if he wants to go out, its fine with me. 

Instead, he curls against me, feeling my forehead, telling me that he loves me, and he's sorry | don't feel well 
Fuck, | hate him right now. How can he say that? How can he love me, and think our love is a sin? 

The nightmare comes back that night. When | wake up, James is holding me, telling me that I'm safe, he's got 
me. It slices through my defenses like they're not there, sending a wave of sheer agony through me. | pull 
away, muttering that | need a little space. 


| can see the hurt look in his eyes as | turn away. "I'm going to take a shower," | mumble. 


| close my eyes under the hot spray, letting it sink into my bones, wishing it would warm the cold spreading 


through my body. 


| almost wish the last few days hadn't happened, wish | hadn't remembered what it was like to feel alive inside 


again. Now, it's gone, and | ache. 
James is asleep when | come out of the bathroom. | stare at him, willing myself to climb back into bed. | can't 
do it. Instead, | wander out onto the porch, opening the door soundlessly, and sitting on the splintery boards, 


pulling my knees tight to my chest. 


| must doze off, because when James touches my shoulder, waking me up, it's morning. "Hey," he murmurs. 


"What're you doing out here?" 

| shrug loosely. "I was going to watch the sun rise," | murmur. "Guess | missed it” 

"| was worried," he says, a hint of reproach in his voice. "l woke up and you weren't here." 

‘lm not a two year old," | snap. 

"| didn't say you were, Kirk” 

| sigh. "I'm sorry, James. | didn't mean to jump all over you." | stretch up, kissing his cheek lightly. 
"Someone needs their morning caffeine." He offers me a mug of tea, and | sip it gratefully. 


Our concert that night is in Houston and man, we suck. I'm playing about as flat as is humanly possible. James 


and Lars keep shooting me looks that swing between annoyed and worried. I've got to snap out of this. 


Time to hit the old standby. A healthy snort while I'm changing clothes, and the rest of the show goes much 


better. I'm flying when we come off, nearly flinging James to the ground in my frenzy to get him inside me. 
That's gonna leave some bruises. 

| shouldn't be quite so self satisfied at that thought. 

The next night, it's the same deal. | have to slip away from them in Dallas to buy some more cocaine. 

| get a pretty good sized bag this time. tll last me to the end of the tour, though. 


Two and a half months later, we're finally into the last leg of the fucking tour. If Lars ever suggests doing 
anything like this again, I'll kill him. 


I'm to the point where that sounds like a good idea anyway. Lars has been getting on my back more and more 


lately. Is starting to piss me off. Can't he just concentrate on fucking Jason and leave me alone? 


I've given up the coke these days. The high's too short lived, and besides, the moment | got a nosebleed, Lars 
was all over me. On the other hand, a few Methylin tablets, and I'm good to go for hours. 


James left his leather jacket on the bed, and | bury my face against it, smelling the musty scent o him. The 
fucked up thing is that | still love him. Its been weeks since we did anything together outside of the arenas. We 
fuck, we do the gig. | think the longest sentence he's said to me was to snap that he didn't want to try 
hummus. 

| can feel us drifting apart, and it scares me. | still wake up screaming, and he's still there for me, holding me, 
telling me that it's okay. And if his breath smells like wintergreen more often than not, who am | to fucking 


complain? 


Tonight, we're in.fuck, where are we? A glance at the hotel stationary tells me that we're in Salt Lake City. 


Whoopdeefuck, Mormonville. Maybe James can confess to them, too. 


Another fucking concert. | get to the arena ten minutes late for soundcheck, but in plenty of time for the 
fucking Danish Hitler to bitch at me for it. | push past him, stalking onto stage. 


"Nice of you to show up," Jason mutters. 
"Shut the fuck up, Newsted." | look around. "Can we get this the fuck started?" 


Out of the corner of my eye, | see James watching me with an odd look. | walk over, kissing him lightly before 
recoiling. He tastes like beer. "Starting a little early, aren't you?" 


"So?" The word is clipped, terse. 
"Nothing," | murmur. 


"Good. Let's get this shit on the road." 


Anyone who's seen the footage of Met from way back when knows that we can play like fuck when we're 


toasted. That night, we prove it again. James is tanked, I'm flying, and Lars is pissed. 


"We sounded like shit," he snaps. "We've only got two more fucking shows. Can you hold off on your fucking 
breakdowns until then?" 


"Fuck you, Lars," | growl. "I haven't seen my own fucking house in three months, I'm tired. I'm sick of having 


the press up my ass, sick of the questions, sick of having you three babysitting me." 


"If you'd act like a goddamn adult we wouldn't have to babysit, now would we?" James yells suddenly. "Jesus 


fucking Christ, | think | liked it better when you were jumping at your goddamned shadow! At least then you 


were still likeable!" 


l'm a little unclear on what happens then. James is on the floor, clutching at a bloody nose, and my hand is 


throbbing. Lars pushes me back, ducking the swing | aim at him. 

"What the fuck is wrong with you?" Jason screams. 

| open my mouth and draw back my fist again. Then, | catch Jason's eye. He's afraid. Of me. Oh, God.. 
| back up, jerking away from Lars’ touch. “Kirk-" 

"No..God..no.." Before they can stop me, | turn, bolting from the room. 


| stop at the hotel to grab a sweater. Its almost December, and it's fucking cold. | don't leave a note for 
James. I've already fucked up his life, worrying him isn't that big a deal. 


| grab my little bag of toiletries and stuff a pair of clean underwear in there, feeling the comforting touch of 


cold metal. 
A quick cab ride takes me to a nice Holiday Inn. It's cheap, it's quiet, and it's private. 


| grab my cell phone and quickly revise the message on my voice mail. "This is Kirk. m having a little quiet 


meditation time, but if you leave a message, I'll call you back" 


Think they'll get the hint that | don't want to talk right now? No, | didn't think so. | flip the damn thing off just 


in case. 


The shower's water pressure is barely there, so | give up, drawing a nice hot bath. | sit in it for a while, but 


its not working today, not relaxing me the way it should. 


Neither does yoga. I'm too restless. | hadn't realized how dependent on the muscle relaxants I've gotten. Fuck 


this. I'll just go to bed and count sheep. 


| can't even fucking do that! The restlessness has scaled up into full scale shakes. But, | can't be addicted to 
the relaxants. They're not addictive. 


Before | can ponder that thought, a scraping at the door makes me jump. 


Christ, someone's trying to break into my room! They still haven't found the guy who tried to bomb us. There 
haven't been any more bombs, but maybe he just wanted to get us separated. 


Suddenly, I'm wishing | was with James in a big way. Why did | hit him? All he's done is protect me-wait a 


minute! 


| have the little handgun out in no time flat, pulling back the hammer and waiting. I'm shaking so bad that | 


don't know if | can even hit what l'm aiming for, but still.. 


After another scraping sound, the door swings soundlessly open, revealing a looming shape. He's white, | can tell 
that. And he's wearing a ski cap. 


"H-hold it right there," | stammer. 
He shakes his head, stepping towards me. 
| warned him. My finger tightens on the trigger. 


The gun sounds loud in the confines of the little room. But louder still, echoing in my mind, is what | heard in 
the split second before it. 


"Hamlet, what the fuck" 

Oh, God. The gun drops from nerveless fingers, and | reach for the bedside light 

It comes on, harsh, accusing, as | stare at the form on the floor. 

Blood, God.so much fucking blood. 

What do | do? Blood Oh, God. 

| yark the pillow case off the pillow and rush over, kneeling in the spreading puddles of blood 
Dark blue eyes stare up at me, as though struggling to comprehend. "Kirk?" Jason rasps. 


"Ssssh. Don't talk, Jase. God, I'm sorry..so sorry.. | ball up the fabric, pressing it against the wound tightly. 


Jason shrieks in pain, his back bowing up. 
"Oh God," | moan. | can't do this. "SOMEBODY HELP ME!" 
"Kirk," he chokes. 


Shit, there's blood coming out of his mouth! "lm here, Jason" | dimly hear someone telling me that the 


ambulance is on it's way. 
He smiles oddly. "Guess this is justice for you. An eye for an eye, life for a life.” 


"What? Jason, just-" 


"Thirk I'll see Bob in hell?" he gasps. 
"You?" Oh, god. 

"Tell Lars.love him" His eyes close slowly, fighting for each breath. 

"You'll tell him, Jase. Jase?" 

He doesn't answer, just continues with that harsh, labored breathing, 

Oh, God. Please, please, God.. 

So much blood. l'm covered in it, my skin threatening to crawl off my body, but | wont move. 


The paramedics get there, along with the police. They won't let me go with Jason, even when | beg. They won't 
even let me wash before they drag me off. 


The words don't make sense, | can't sort them out. They're saying something, going on and on. 
"Do you understand these rights as | have read them to you?" 
What? Oh, fuck. They're arresting me? 


l'm still shaking, sitting in a little room, waiting for them to come back. No one will tell me if Jason's okay, they 


won't let me get the blood off. All | can do is shake. 


| wring the edge of my t-shirt between my fingers again, mechanically. Three twists clockwise, three twists 
counter. If | just concentrate on that, I'll be all right. 


If | think, I'll lose it. 


| don't know how long | sit there. Minutes, hours, days? Finally, a young officer comes in, eyeing me darkly as 
he pulls my arms behind my back, leading me out through the hallways. 


I'm hustled into a small room, where a familiar face sits. Our lawyer. Oh, thank god.. 
"How is Jason?" | ask. 


"| have no idea," he returns. "All | know is that Lars dragged me out of my bed to come down here. Said that 
you'd really fucked up this time." 


| tell him the whole story while he nods, scribbling down notes. "It sounds like a pretty clear-cut case of 


perceived self defense. You're supposed to go before the judge for your bail hearing in an hour, we should be 


able to get you out.” 
"Thank you. Can you find out how Jase is?" 


He pats me on the shoulder, nodding. "Ill do what | can. In the meantime, I'll get them to give you some coffee 


or something. You look like a wino having DT's." 
| suck down a cup of incredibly bad coffee. It doesn't help much, but | guess any little bit. 


The judge listens to the cops, then to our plea The DA seems more than happy to work out a deal, so I'm 
hopeful. In the meantime, I'm released on bail. 


Two million in bail, mind you. 


The reporters are swarming the courthouse like locusts, just looking for a story. Thankfully, there's an 


underground garage. 


They take me to another hotel, outside the city limits. No one has any word on Jase, and I'm losing my mind. 
First thing | need is a long shower. 


It's amazing, no matter how hard | scrub, | can still feel the blood After awhile, | switch from soap to the sink 
cleaner with bleach. That helps a little, but it burns like a motherfucker. When | get out, my skin is beet red, 
but | finally feel cleaner. 


Gio's sitting on the sofa when | come out, and | nearly sob with relief. "How's Jason?" 


He shrugs. "Still in surgery, last | heard" | can hear the anger in his voice, but | can't deal right now. "I have to 


call Lars," | whisper. "Have to explain" 

"| don't think that's a good idea," Gio murmurs. 

| ignore him, dialing Uli's cellphone. 

"Yeah?" The voice on the other end sounds weary, roughened with exhaustion and tears. 
"Lars?" | whimper. 


The only sound | hear is a click, followed by the silence of a dead line. Never let it be said that I'm not 
persistent. | hit redial quickly. If he'll just pick up, | can explain. 


It's not Lars who answers this time. 


"Are you the most insensitive motherfucker on the planet?" James growls 
I'm sorry James. God, l'm sorry. | just needed to know how he is." 

"You fucking shot him, Kirk! Jesus Christ, what is wrong with you?" 

"I didn't know it was him," | whisper. "He didn't say anything." 

"And that makes it all right?" 

"No. No, it doesn't. Please, James. just tell me how he is? Please?" 

"He could be dying, you bastard" 


| barely hear the click of the call ending. Oh, my God. 


. "He doesn't need this right now." 
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l'm dimly aware of Gio, lifting me, laying me on the bed and leaving me, but all | can feel is pain. It hurts too 


much to even cry. 
It feels like | should be bleeding. God.not Jason My mind goes back, to that first day. 
"Hi, Jason Newsted” 

James, drunk as all fuck, pissed at the world. "Yeah, whatever. Play” 


And he had, so incredibly well. He'd had a light that had drawn them, a natural warmth that reached past the 


soul deep coldness of a frozen field 
"You're in" 
"What? You're shitting me." 


James, smiling for the first time in forever at his disbelief, then laughing outright as Jason whooped with joy, 


bouncing around the room. 


And the long months of hazing, of using him as a fucktoy. Jason had taken it gracefully, had carried them 


home when they were trashed, had taken the pummelings when James was too drunk to use words. 
And you killed him, Hammett. 


Suddenly, | need to get out of here, need to be home. | creep out of the bedroom, seeing Gio, looking 


uncomfortable on the sofa. His rental keys are on the table next to him. 

He doesn't even stir as | scribble a note, palming his keys silently. 

Gone out. Be back tonight. Kirk 

He's got a little Accord, not my first choice, but itll do. I'm exhausted, but | can't sleep. Not here. 


| don't really know where l'm going. | just know that | can't stay here. The sun comes up behind me as | drive. 


It's beautiful, heartbreaking. 


The radio keeps fuzzing in and out, playing mostly country music. | leave it on. It suits my mood right now. 


| stop for gas around lunchtime, and down a couple of Methylins with a soda. | finally know where l'm going. 
Home. 


The sun sinks to the ground in front of me, blanketing the world with darkness again. | stop for gas and two 
more Meths just outside of Reno. Only about two hundred miles to home. With traffic, | pull in just after 
midnight. 


Home. My home. My empty, lifeless home. How appropriate. It matches it's owner. 


| drop my stuff, wander around a little, looking at my horror memorabilia. | can't keep the thoughts from 


running around my head, and suddenly, I'm so tired. So damned tired. 
| can't relax, though. l'm pacing wildly, like a racehorse at the gate, but | don't have anything to do. 
Except think Jason's dying, James hates me. | fucked up. 


| need a drink | know the Jaegermister will fuck my stomach up again, but | don't really care. | need to forget 


for a little while 

Half a bottle later, lm still waiting. Jason's dying 

God, why? Because of me. Because | fucked up. | can't take this. | cant. | won't 

What was it Jason said? An eye for an eye, life for a life. Yes. 

A rote. | should leave a note. God forbid you not organize your suicide neatly, | think bitterly. Lars will approve. 
| pull out a sheet of paper and a pen, and start scribbling. 


Dear James, 

I'm sorry. l'm sorry | hurt you, sorry | can't give you enough. Sorry for destroying something you've given 
twenty years of your life to. 

I'm sorry | listened in on your confession in New Orleans, sorry that | wasn't strong enough to walk away for 
you. At least now, | won't be the sin you were afraid to hurt by saying good bye. 

Tell Lars that l'm sorry, too. | never meant to hurt anyone. | just wanted to be whole again, to not be afraid. 
I'm not afraid now, James. Remember that. And remember that no matter what, | always will love you. 


Love always, 


Kirk 


| stick the sheet to my mummy guitar, where | know he'll see it. Now, how do | do this? 


| don't think | can slit my wrists. | can't take the blood or the pain. There's not enough drugs in the bag to 
finish the job, and there's not anywhere | can hang myself. 


| hear the muted splash of the fountain. The pool! Yes, | can do that. 

| need something heavy, to keep me on the bottom. I'm having trouble focusing, and I'm out of Meth. Fuck. The 
amps. Yeah, that'll work. | haul it outside, gasping with exertion. Now, how do | hook myself to it? Don't | still 
have a pair of handcuffs from when | was with Lars? 


Suddenly, the fog is gone, and | can think. | hurry upstairs, digging out the pair of padded cuffs. This will work 


There's a picture on my nightstand, of the four of us. Its a shot from the TV Guide photo shoot that never 


made it into the publication We were supposed to be serious, giving them our "Gods of Thunder" glares. 


Problem was, Lars and | had a massive case of the giggles. Jason caught them, and the three of us were 


howling with laughter. James snarled and growled at us to stop, but eventually, even he started snickering. 
That's when they took the shot. We were hanging on each other, trying to stay upright as we laughed until we 
cried. It's got that rare James smile, the kind that makes the room light up. And Jason, making bunny ears 
behind his head, with Lars and | egging him on. 


| touch each of their faces, silently saying good bye. | love them all so much. Closer than friends, more than 
family. The Four Horsemen will never ride again 


| can feel the tears streaming down my face as | click the handcuff tight around my wrist. The other goes 
around the handle of the amp. 


| stand there for a moment, looking around the garden. | always thought | could spend forever here. 
"| love you, James," | whisper. | just had to hear it one last time. 


| damn near dislocate my shoulder, lifting the amp and swinging it. The weight as it comes forward pulls me, 


and | go headlong into the pool. 


Ah, fuck! It's cold, and | spare a moment to wish I'd thought to turn on the heater. Doesn't really matter, | 
guess. | just hate being cold. 


| sink to the bottom, trying to relax. lm holding my breath. Why the fuck am | holding my breath? The 


bubbles make a little trail up towards the surface, where | can see the sky lightening with the coming sun. 


My lungs start to burn, telling me to breathe, and | fight it. Just have to wait until | pass out.. 


| look up, seeing the sky, slowly turning that incredible pink of dawn It's beautiful. And this is the last time I'll 


ever see it. 


My chest is on fire, and | can feel the world starting to dim around me. All| have to do is breathe, and it'll be 
almost over. Why can't | do it? 


| don't want to die. Oh, God. 


| start struggling, shifting around to push off from the bottom of the pool, to try to get to the edge. I'm too 
weak I've waited too long. | thrash, churning the water, watching the bubbles swirl. 


Need air..Can't do this. God, help me! Please..| need help.. 


As the blackness slides through me, | panic further, screaming into the water, choking and gagging. Help 
me..Please..James..'m so sorry..James.. 


The pain floats away, leaving a vague numbness. | can feel myself sliding into the void. Will anyone even 


remember me? | didn't mean to do this. | just wanted to stop hurting. James, please forgive me.. 
James... 

Someone's crying. And something's beeping. This is heaven? Hell? 

"Mr. Hetfield, you really should have that looked at" 

There's a break in the soft crying. "M fine." 

"| guess telling you to go get some coffee is useless, too." 

A rough, affirmative sound, and the footsteps move away. 


"Kirk, | don't know if you can hear me, baby, but l'm so sorry. God, I'm sorry." The last word breaks on 
another sob. 


He's sorry. | killed Jason. And | apparently failed miserably at killing myself. But, he's sorry. 


‘| was so angry with you when you called, baby. | didn't know, though. | didn't know how bad it was for you, or 
maybe | didn't care." 


| feel his hand curled around mine, holding me. 


"Jason's fine, baby." 


WHAT? | try to open my eyes, try to look at him, but | can't. Nothing will move, | can't respond. It's then that | 


become aware of the tube in my mouth, forcing air into my lungs. 
What the hell is wrong with me? 


"He'll be out of the hospital in a day or two, with just an interesting scar for them to put on the website. He 


and Lars will be up here as soon as he's released." 
For a moment, relief is overwhelming. Jase is okay. Oh. thank you, God. Then, reality sets in. I'm not okay. 


"They're both pretty pissed at me, baby. You've got to come out of this, or | think they're going to do some 


serious damage." 

James, help me. Can't you see, I'm awake! | can hear you, feel you. Help mel 

"| deserve it," he mutters, self loathing evident in his voice. "I've been so busy drinking myself into oblivion, | 
didn't see, even when Lars told me, | didn't see how messed up you were. And | didn't think about New Orleans, 
baby. | didn't even think that you might have heard" 

Pain | hadn't expected slices through me. 

"| don't know why | went into that church, much less why | decided to confess. | just.All | wanted was to be 
there for you, but every flinch, every time you were afraid of me, it just ripped me apart. | needed to talk to 
someone, and | made a bad choice. | wish you'd stayed to hear the end of what | said, baby." 

Why? So he could follow up his revelation that I'm a sin with a burning at the stake in Jackson Square? 

| told him that | thought the only real sin for me would be to walk away. I've waited my life for you, Kirk. 
Love doesn't happen every day, no matter what they tell you in fairytales. And to turn your back on love..that 


would be a sin, no matter who you find it in” 


Oh, God.help me. | know I'm a lousy excuse for a person But if you could help me this one time, I'll be better, | 


promise. 


"I know I've hurt you, Hamlet. And | know | don't deserve you. So, please baby. Just come back You don't have 


to still love me, just open your eyes." James’ voice breaks, and | feel the brush of his lips on my hand. 
| try. Oh God, | try. | can't. | can't open my eyes. 
After a while, my mind drifts, and | guess | sleep. How will | know the difference? 


When | wake again, | hear James’ voice. "Well?" 


Another voice, one | don't recognize. "It's just too early to tell, Mr. Hetfield. His chances are about fifty-fifty 


to regain consciousness, but we just don't know what kind of brain damage he's sustained" 
"Brain damage?" James' horrified voice echoes my own thoughts. 


"We don't know how long his brain was without oxygen. He could still wake up in five minutes, with no damage 


whatsoever. He could wake up in a week, and be for all intents and purposes, a vegetable. Or.." 

"He may not wake up," James says softly, sadly. 

"| wish | could be more positive," the doctor murmurs. 

"Thank you for taking such good care of him. If there's even a hope, we'll take it" 

Goddammit, can't they tell that I'm conscious? Help me! | can't be like this. God.tf | could cry, | would. 

"You've gotta prove them wrong, Quirk Please." 

l'm TRYING! 

‘| love you, Kirk Please-" His head leans against me again, and he sobs. 

James, please.hear me, I'm in here, | can hear you.. 

Later, | wake up to that soft voice, murmuring. "Our Father, who art in heaven-shit. Hail Mary..Okay, that's not 
going to work | know | only try this when I'm up to my neck in shit. Sometimes it works, sometimes it doesn't. 
But | could use a little help here, God" 

What is it about me listening in on James’ religious moments? 

"See, | love him. And | know that probably doesn’t thrill you. And | fucked it up. | was so pissed, and not even at 
him, really. Lars has been telling me for months that he was in trouble. And I've denied it, kept Lars from 
confronting him. Then, all this went down, and | could see how wrong | was." 


Should have guessed that Lars would figure it out, Hammett. 


"And that pissed me off. | should have known, should have helped him. Then, when he called, | took it out on 
him. And he tried to kill himself because of it. Please, help him. Don't make him suffer for my fuck ups.” 


Trust me, James, there's plenty of blame to go around, you don't have to hog it. 


All| ever had to say was that | needed help. Period. And | would have gotten it. Now, l'm just praying that | get 
the chance to ask for it. 


| don't know how long it goes like that. | drift in and out, and James is always there. Even if he's not talking, his 


hand is locked in mine. 


Until, one time, it isn't. | can hear the newscasters on the television, talking about Bush's latest fuck up. What 


the hell is "dignitude?" 


James isn't there. | don't hear him, he's not touching me. | can't escape the panic now. It fills my whole being. | 


need him. Need him here. l'm alone in a hospital, with strange people touching me. 


Pain like fire scores my throat, and | scream in my mind. They're taking away the respirator. God, what if | 
can't breathe? | don't want to die! James! Don't let them kill me. 


Oh God, I'm breathing. Oh, thank you. 

James is there again, talking to me, holding my hand again 

"I knew you could do it, baby. Come on, Kirk. Prove them wrong again. Open your eyes for me, baby." 

| wish | could. | try until | can feel the physical strain, but nothing happens. 

"That's okay, Hamlet. Rest for now. Tomorrow, maybe." 

His lips brush over mine, and | struggle to open my eyes, to respond. Nothing. 

I'm exhausted, drifting again. 

"The doctors say that you're not coming along the way they'd like, baby. They don't think you're going to come 
out of this. They don't come out and say it, but | can hear it in their voices. I'm sorry, Quirklet. God, this is all 


my fault, baby. | should have known, should have gotten there sooner. | should have been there for you." 


He takes a deep breath, and | hear him trying to compose himself. "Lars'll be here soon, baby. I'm going to go 


now. If they're right, and you're already gore, I'll see you soon If not..remember that | love you." 
What? James, dammit, come back here! 

| strain, trying hard to talk, to beg him to come back, not to leave. Dammit! God, help me! 

Those soft lips brush mine. "Bye, Kirk. | love you." 


No! James, please! 


| sob silently, locked inside myself. 
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Eventually, | sleep, or whatever it is | do when | drift away. When | come to, | hear a welcome voice. 
"Hey, Quirk," Jason rasps, taking my hand gently. "You're a suckshit shot, buddy. Thank you for that." 


A hand rests on my shoulder, and for one heart-stopping moment, | think James is back. Then, | hear the rapid 


fire voice that accompanies it. 

"Well, we finally figured out how they got to our pyros," he says. "So that's one big thing off us." 

‘| never would have thought it in a million years," Jason mutters. 

OF all people, Randy? Jeeze," Lars agrees. "Damn good thing Gio remembered seeing him there. They're 
charging him with Bob's murder, too. Kind of a falling out between them over how to fuck us over for firing 
them." 


"| still don't like that-" Jason starts. 


Lars hushes him. "Jason, he tried to kill us. Okay, he didn't kill Bob, but | don't really care. If you hadn't taken 
care of it, Bob would have been loading the pyros with nails right along with him." 


"You're probably right," Jason mumbles. 

"So, that's taken care of. Jason, of course, didn't press charges against you, and our lawyers took care of the 

DA. You will have to do a PSA on gun safety, when you're up to it, but | figured that's a pretty small price to 
pay. We'll get you and Jason to do it." 

Doesn't he ever shut up? I'm trying to think here, Uli 

"No rush on that, of course. We'll also have a couple of concerts to make up. | know, | sound like an insensitive 
prick here, but dammit, you will wake up, Kirk. | won't have it any other way. And you always tell me, what 


Lars wants, Lars fucking gets, right? | want you-" 


Please, shut the fuck up, Lars. How about Kirk getting what Kirk fucking wants? 


It's not until | feel Jason's grip tighten on my hand, nearly crushing it, that | realize that | moved, clapping my 
hand over Lars' mouth. 


There's something appropriate about that. 

"Kirk?" Jason asks softly. "Can you hear us?" 

l'm almost afraid to try anything more. What if | can't? 

"J-James," | manage to mumble. It's like having cotton in my mouth. My tongue's not willing to work 
"Kirk!" Lars hugs me tightly, pressing a kiss to my forehead. 

| force my eyes open, looking at him. "Caaaa. C-call. J-J-Jaamesss." 


He nods quickly, grabbing his phone. | turn my head slowly, feeling like I'm swimming through molasses. There's 


Jason. Sweet, gentle, alive. "I-l'm-m. S-ssssor-orry." 


"Sssh, don't try too much, Quirk. You're forgiven, baby. | didn't mean to scare you like that. | should have 
thought." 


"James! You okay, man? You sound like shit. Kirk's awake! He's asking for you." 
"L-llooove himmm." 


"Did you hear that? What? James..Don't be a dick. He needs you." Lars listens for a moment. "You're an idiot, 
Hetfield." He snaps the phone shut with a growl. 


"Well?" Jason asks. 
"He's not coming back," Lars says. "Says that he's fucked Kirk's life up enough.’ 


"Hfffuck" It's spoken slowly, but it echoes all of our thoughts. 


The doctors come in soon after, exclaiming over seeing me awoke. The exam they give me makes me cringe, 


until Lars oh-so-gently reminds them about the rape. 
Soon after his tirade, a nice female doctor comes in to check me over. Considering that | tried to drown 
myself, I'm not doing that badly. My left leg isn't working right at all, and my speech is fucked up, but that 


seems to be the extent of it. 


My arms and hands seem to work fine, though I'm itching to get a guitar in them, just to be sure. 


They make plans to start physical therapy in the next day or so, and discuss releasing me soon after. There's 
something important | need to say, first. 


"L-larsss? | n-need t-to taaalk to s-someone." 

To my surprise, he smiles, nodding. "Thank you. It's all set up already." 
"Yooou were c-comm-mmitting m-me?" 

"Kirk, you did try to kill yourself," Jason murmurs softly. 


"After the first week, we've set up a few sessions with Jason and |, too. | think we can all use it," Lars says. "l 


wish we could get James to go, but | doubt he'll agree." 
| sigh softly. James'll have to find his own way this time. | can only hope he's strong enough to do it. 


Its not until the next day that | find out exactly how long I've been out of it. Time's been so distorted while | 


was out. 
Its nearly February. | spent Christmas and New Years insensate. God, | had no idea. 


| spend Valentine's Day in a mental institution Oh, excuse me..rest facility. Something that costs this much has 
to have a pretty name. 


Towards the end of the month, they start doing group sessions with Jason, Uli and |. Those help, but damn, at 
first they hurt. 


| hadn't realized how much | affect everyone around me. How much I've hurt them all. | can't blame James for 
running. If I've done this to them, how much worse have | hurt him? 


"Ready to go?" Shelby, the day nurse of my wing, chirps. 


| nod slowly, zipping my bag. My speech has improved to the point where | barely notice the slight slur to 
some of the words. As long as | don't get overly tired, | rarely stutter. 


My left leg is still pretty fucked up. I've got a brace that covers from calf to thigh, keeping the joint from 


collapsing under me. It might improve some, but I'll limp for the rest of my life. 
Considering the alternative, | can deal with a limp. 


| haven't heard from James at all. | know Lars has talked to him, kept him up to date on how l'm doing. | miss 


him. 


Lars said that James sounds good. l'm glad. Even if we didn't work out, | still want him to be happy. | just wish 


it was with me. 

No use wishing for what you can't have, Hammett. Time to face the music. 
"How do | look?" | ask. 

She surveys me critically. "You'll do. You need to touch up the eyeliner, though." 
| look in the mirror, noting the smudge absently. | can fix that. 

"Ready to go face the wolves?" 


| nod, thanking her as she takes the suitcase. | could manage it if | had to, but it would have been slow going. | 
take my cane, walking behind her a little slowly. 


| always knew the horror props would come in handy. Who else can say they use the same cane as Barnabas 


Collins did on Dark Shadows? 


The press is swarming, and | lift my chin a little higher, murmuring a pleased hello to Gio. I'd told Lars and 
Jase that | could do this alone, but l'm still awfully glad to see a familiar face. 


| smile, greeting them with an easy hello. A babble of raised voices, each asking different questions, makes me 


smile. "How about | do my statement, then you can ask questions?" 

| sound a hell of a lot more confident than | am, but | know | can handle this. 

"Lets see, where to start? How about with, "I screwed up on a grand scale?" Yeah, that'll work" 

They chuckle, and | smile. "I'd like to begin with a public apology to Jason Newsted, for shooting him. If I've 
learned one thing, it's that people having panic attacks should not own firearms. | did a lot of things wrong, 
most of which aren't your business. But | do want to apologize to my bandmates, my fans, my friends, for 
everything | put them through." | sigh. "And | want to thank them for their support. Now, q-questions?" 
"Are you and James Hetfield still together?" 

| figured that one would be coming. "At the moment, we're both trying to work through some things. Once 
we're done that, we'll see. | still love him" | raise my head a little defiantly, looking around the room. For a 


heartbeat, | swear | see him on the corner of my vision, but when | look over, there's no one there. 


"What about Metallica?" 


"We're a little behind in the song writing department, so we'll have to see when we want to work on the new 


album" Gee, | sound so sure. | have no fucking clue what we're going to do. 
The questions continue, asking about my opinion on Randy's trial. They've already convicted him on attempted 
murder, and an act of terrorism. Now he's on trial for second degree murder. They're talking plea bargain, so 


he'll probably only get a couple of years. 


If they were bucking for execution, | might feel bad. As it is, he tried to kill us. He can fucking rot for all | 


care. 
| dress it up nicer than that for the press, of course. 


Finally, l'm done, limping to the limo, climbing in slowly. Lars and Jason look up from the marathon grope session 


| seem to have interrupted, smoothing clothes back hastily. 

"Sorry about that," Jason mutters, blushing 

| smirk, and he blushes darker. 

"We thought you might like to do lunch’ 

"Can | take a rain check? | can hear my bed calling to me from here. 


They agree, but | see the little worried look they share. "lm fine, guys. Truly fine. That was the idea of this 
whole therapy thing, right?" 


Lars smiles sheepishly. "I know. ItIl take a while to stop worrying about you, though." 


"Thank you, Uli” | shrug slightly. "Can we make it breakfast tomorrow morning? | was a little nervous about 


doing the press thing, so | didn't really sleep much last night." 


"That'll work," Jason agrees. "Um.if you think you'll be okay with it, Lars and | were thinking about going away 
for the weekend. If you don't mind, that is." 


| smile. "I'm fine, Jase. You two need to get away for a while. Go somewhere quiet and relax. You deserve it." 
Lars smiles. "And what're you going to do?" 


"Probably write, hell, maybe I'll fly down to Cancun for a day or two." | look at my arms, pale despite their 


golden tint. "| could use a tan" 


He grins. "Well, that hasn't changed." 


"Nope. I'm still a vain motherfucker," | say cheerfully. 


Jason helps me get my suitcase inside, then kisses me on my cheek gently. We had some really rough sessions 


in therapy. Apparently, Jason's not as laid back as we all thought. Can we say repression? 
We worked through it, though. 


| wander around my house, noting the rusting amp on my porch. | don't know how James got it out of the pool, 


especially with me attached to it. | pause at the picture on my nightstand. 
The closed fist. God, | miss him. | can live without him, be happy and all, but | don't have to like the idea 


| fall asleep quickly taking my nice antidepressant. They say that I've got a chemical imbalance. Not me? I've 


always been so normal. 

The word "duh?" comes to mind. 

The rest of the week flies by. | spend a lot of time writing and playing, trying to get back in practice. My 
hands work just fine, but that doesn't mean that | sound good. Lars and Jason drop by regularly, but they 


manage to not make it feel like they're checking on me. Oh, and | have my psych appointments. 


A handful of times, I'd swear that | see James, but when | look again, he's not there. It just makes the ache in 


my stomach stronger. | can live without him, but | miss him. 


Then, on Friday, they go out of town, and I'm kind of at loose ends. Have you ever had the feeling that there's 


something you should do? Something missing? Besides James, that is. 
I've been trying to put my finger on it for the whole week. Finally, it hits me. Thank god for charter flights. 


Even in Alabama, it's cold in March. It's been a dry winter for them, and it's obvious. The air is cool, so dry 


that | can almost feel it sucking the moisture out of my skin. 


| have a bitch of a time finding route 24. Imagine that. | found it just fine last year. | need to do this. Need to 
go back. Yeah, it's probably a stupid thing to do. 


l'm not going completely alone, though. The nice people at the Alabama Highway patrol are more than happy to 


have a cop meet me there, to check the place out before | go in 

It's been abandoned since the shootout, but it doesn't hurt to be careful. The officer who's waiting outside is 
beautiful, a little butch brunette woman. She looks torn between being pissed about drawing babysitting duty 
and being kind of excited. 


| slide out of the rental slowly, letting my leg adjust before | try to step forward, cane in hand. | only really 


need it on rough ground these days, but there's a certain amount of reassurance to it. 


| extend my hand. “Thank you for coming out here, Trooper Weinstein," | murmur, reading her nametag. Oooh, 


female AND Jewish. | bet she takes major shit for both. 


She takes my hand, and | barely have to supress a wince. Amazing how much the medication has done for the 
OCD, too. If we still have a band, I'm looking forward to finally being able to show our fans how much | 


appreciate them. 


"Not a problem, Mr. Hammett," apparently, she's decided on pissed, because her voice could flash freeze a 


sauna. 


"Kirk, please." | turn on the Hammett charm, offering the look that just screams about how cute and sweet | 


am. It only works on people that don't know me. 

"Kirk," she smiles slightly, unbending a touch. “I'm Lara" 

And another one bites the dust 

"Do you want me to go in with you, or just go in ahead of you, check it out, and wait outside?" 

"If you could check it out, then let me wander around alone for a couple of minutes, I'd appreciate it" 


"Sure thing." She heads over to the small shack, opening the large padlock on the door. A few minutes later, 
she's back. "Deserted" She offers me a flashlight. "You sure you'll be all right?" 


"Yeah, I'm fine. Thanks." I'm lying, of course. I'm nowhere near fine. I'm getting there, though. And this is one big 
step | have to take. 


The bar is just how | remember it, dingy and dark. It smells musty, with a tainted scent to it. Its the smell of 
death. And fear. | walk in, towards the bar, watching the dust motes dance in the beam of the flashlight. I'm 
not ready to go near the pool table yet. 


As | walk, | feel the terror tightening in my stomach, and | keep reminding myself that it's only a place. It didn't 
do anything to me. You'd be amazed how hard it is to force yourself to understand that someone could 


willfully try to hurt another human being that badly. 


Harder still was realizing that I'd willfully hurt Jason. Sure, | didn't mean to shoot him, but the moment | pulled 
the gun, | was broadcasting my willingness to kill someone. My musings have carried me to the bar, and | run 


my fingertips over the scarred wood, remembering the sound of twangy country music, remembering the pain 


"Faggot" The word hangs in my brain, making me flinch, my arm wrapping around my stomach. Why do parents 


tell their children that words can't hurt them? Sometimes, they hurt worse than fists. 


Everything in my being is telling me to turn and bolt away from this place. | can't. Won't let them win again 
I've been down that road. | get pissed about being afraid, and then | take it out on people | love. | remember 
the one song | heard driving home the night | tried to kill myself. It was country, but it was true. 


All | really remember is one line. "Hell, the devil ain't in the darkness, he's rattling around inside." | nearly had to 
kill one of my best friends, but | finally realized that. And maybe that's what this trip was all about. | need to 


let go of the anger. | can come face to face with my own devils, and banish them. 


| finally look in the dirty mirror, seeing my reflection. l'm starting to look human again. There was a point, right 


before | tried to kill myself, I'd lost so much weight from all the drugs, | just looked.unhealthy. 


Two months of being fed through a tube in my nose didn't help that much. Since | came to, though, I've been 
working out a lot, trying to get back into shape. That, and the physical therapy they've had me doing is 


Tougher than any exercises | could have imagined. 


I'm still not happy with how | look, but I'm getting there. Another week or two, and I'll be back to my usual 
weight. 


A flutter of motion makes me jump, looking in the mirror harder. A tall blonde shadow watches me silently 
from next to the pool table, and | feel my heart leap into my throat. "J-James?" | breathe, turning to face 


him. 


There's no one there, of course. Just my imagination. Then, | notice something glinting on top of the table next 


to the pool table. 


| force myself to walk over, feeling my knees shaking. | can see the bloodstains on the green felt, and | 


suddenly vividly remember watching it drip from my mouth as they violated me. 


And then, | spent the next eight months doing far worse than they had to myself. They violated my body, | 
couldn't stop that. But | let them violate my mind. | helped them. 


I'd love to say that | forgive them. | don't. | hope they all rot in hell for what they did. And | hope that they 
died slowly, that they knew what was happening. But I'm not angry anymore..uh-huh. 


| turn away, glancing at the table. A small key lies there, glistening in the light from the flashlight. | scoop it 
up, looking at the small oblong piece of plastic attached to it. 


"Hotel Monteleone? Room ZI," | read. Oh. My. God. 


The Monteleone is a small, very exclusive hotel. In New Orleans. Its somewhere I've always wanted to stay, but 


they've always been a little leery about letting Metallica into their posh rooms. Oh, God. 


| slide the key into my pocket, and take a last look around the room. Time to leave. Maybe now, | can leave all 


the ghosts behind when | go. 


There's another patrol car near Lara's car, with two male officers. Even from here, | can hear them taunting 


her about having to baby-sit the faggot. 
The more things change, the more they stay the same. Thing is, l'm a faggot who can buy and sell their 
redneck asses. Lara's holding her own with a wicked toungue. They're not pushing her too hard, which tells me 


that she's probably got the ass to back up her words. 


| step out, and they quiet down, staring at me like I'm going to make a pass at them. And may | just say, not 


on my worst day, cause..eeew. 
| smile darkly as | approach. "Afternoon, officers." 


They may think I'm a faggot, but I'm a VIP faggot, dammit. They touch their hats, greeting me pleasantly, if a 
little cautiously. 


"All done, sir?" Lara asks. 
"Yes. And thank you for all your help, Trooper Weinstein" The smile becomes genuine as | meet her eyes. 
"Not a problem, sir. I'll just go lock up." 


When she comes back, | smile again, offering my hand. "Thank you again, Lara. If you ever get tired of 


Southern Law enforcement, there's always a spot for you on our security detail" | offer her a business card. 
"Thank you, Kirk. I'll think about it" 

| slide back into the car, feeling the weight of the key in my pocket. Guess its time to face that ghost, too. 

| have no idea how this is going to go. 


| cancel my hotel reservation and hire a little Cessna to fly me into New Orleans. It's not the Met plane, that's 


for damned sure. By the time we land, I'm just a touch nauseous from the constant bucking of the plane. 


Still, l'm in New Orleans. As | walk through the airport, | can smell them making pralines in one of the shops. 
God, | love it here. That sweetly nutty scent is enough to make my stomach growl, reminding me that | haven't 
eaten today. Once | drop off my stuff, Ill have to pick up something. 


| don't know what James wants. | really don't. I'm terrified, but at the same time, I've missed him so much. lll 


gladly take whatever comes if it means seeing him. 


The bellhop takes my bags graciously, leading me up to our suite. Its beautiful, decorated with what | call 
tasteful tackiness. It's something that only Southerners can pull off. 


Sure, it's overdone, and the antiques are pretentious as hell. But, its done with such grace that it just works. 
The bellhop takes my bags over to one bedroom, and for the first time | realize that it's a two bedroom suite. 


A little shard of tension loosens in my chest, and | relax some. | don't think I'm ready to just fall back into bed 
with him yet. Too many things between us. 


| hand the bellhop a tip, and wander around the suite slowly. The furniture looks comfy, inviting. But first, | 


need to eat. 


| decide to change clothes before | head out. I'd chosen a somber gray sweater and black jeans for my visit to 
the bar. Now, | want to relax. Thanks to the wind off the Gulf, it's warmer here. | can get away 
with a lightweight red button down shirt. 


The added bonus is that | know | look good in red. | want to look good when | see James. I'll need the added 


confidence. 


| stroll down the streets, listening to the babble of people, talking in every imaginable accent. Sweet smells fill 


the air, spices and perfumes, and the near overwhelming scent of magnolias and honeysuckle and jasmine. 


| love it. | duck into one of the smaller alleys, heading towards a little hole in the wall restaurant called Old Dog, 
New Trick. Its got great vegetarian Cajun food. Hot enough to peel the lining out of your mouth. And they don't 
stint on the fried stuff, either. 


Armed with a brown paper bag filled with a Cajun-spiced garden burger, an order of hushpuppies, and jalapeno 


spiced cornbread, sweetened with peaches, | head for Jackson Square to people watch. 

Last time | was here, | was too upset to do any of this. Now, | find a sunny patch of grass and settle down to 
eat. | love the mixture of people here. It's Friday, so there's a mix of business people, enjoying an outdoor late 
lunch, or playing hooky; teenagers, off from school early, hanging out with friends; the local color, street 
musicians, magicians, con men, artists and supposed psychics; and the tourists, staring in either wonder or 


horror at the carnival that is New Orleans. 


After | eat, | wander over to a vendor, buying a little cup of BlueBell ice cream. | don't eat that kind of dairy 
often, but this is one of my little vices. 


And hey, its one of the few legal ones. 
| wander the streets a little more, browsing through shops for indescribably tacky souvenirs. 


| find a t-shirt with a big crawfish head on it, emblazoned with the words "Suck it" | have to get it for Jase, 


no question. 
For Lars, a tank top, with the slogan "Let it all hang out in the Big Easy." Did | mention it's neon lime green? 


For myself, | pick up a muscle shirt with the Pat 0° Brien’s logo airbrushed in hot pink. | know what l'm wearing 
at the next concert. 


For James, | find a t-shirt in one of the Voodoo shops. It's got a voodoo doll with pins sticking in the crotch. 
The caption underneath says, "We'll get along fine when you realize that I'm God." It's black, so he'll probably 
wear it. 


Then, when | can't delay any longer, | head back to the hotel. 


| know before | see him that he's there. The air in the rooms is alive, humming with his presence. | ignore 


that, walking into my room and dumping my bags. My leg is throbbing, | haven't walked this much on it. 


| slowly limp back to the living area, sitting on the sofa and lifting my sore leg onto the couch. Ahh, that's a 
little better.. 


"Are you all right?" The voice is hesitant, unsure. Not at all like James. 

| nod slightly, afraid to look up, afraid he'll vanish. I've missed him. "Just over did it” 
Silence stretches between us, tightening the air until | can barely breathe. 

‘James, what do you want?" | finally ask 


He sighs softly, and | finally look up. He's lost weight, that's my first thought. No more pudge around the 
middle. Then, my eyes drift higher, and my breath catches. Fuck, he looks good. 


The hair is still that spiky blonde mess that | love, but the chin fur is trimmed, and that mustache is back. 
Damn.he looks hot. 


"I wanted to talk to you," he finally says. 
"You've had a m-month, James." Oh, well. Seems like I'm a little bitter. 


His eyes never lift from the floor. "I know. | had some things to work out first, though. | didn't want you to 
have to deal with my baggage along with your own" 


| wouldn't have minded. "And have you dealt with your baggage?" 


He nods slowly. "Most of it. | hadn't realized how messed up | was in here," he taps his head. "When | left you 


at the hospital, | fully planned to just blow my brains out.” 

"I know. | heard you." 

He pales slightly. "I'm sorry. | didn't know. | couldn't, though. Especially when Lars called me, that you were 
awake. | heard your voice, and all | wanted was to be there with you. Then, | looked at myself, drunk off my 
ass, in week old clothes. Not something you would want" 


| stare at him. "How could you think that? James, | love you." 


He smiles gently. "I love you too, Hamlet. But, | couldn't risk messing you up again. | needed to get myself right 
first" 


| sit quietly as he sits on the other end of the sofa gently, trying not to jar my leg. 

| hadn't realized how much there was that | hadn't gotten through with the rape," James says softly. 

"In what way?" Uh, James, if you hadn't notice, | was the one who got raped.. 

‘For five hours, | stood outside, not knowing if you were alive, or dead, how badly they'd hurt you. From Uli's 
reaction, which was to puke his guts up, hearing it all on the phone, | was pretty much expecting the worst. 
And for those five hours, | couldn't do a fucking thing. | would give my life in a heartbeat to keep you safe, 

but all | could do was wait, and pray, and hope." 


| can see the horror, the pain in his eyes from the memory. "I didn't know, James." 


"And then, | finally got to see you, and you looked so..broken. | don't think I'll ever be able to forget that image." 


He closes his eyes for a moment, and | see the slow trickle of a tear down his cheek. 
"J-J-James-" 

"Ssssh, let me find the words?" 

| nod, settling back. 


"Then, as we were starting to get things together, it all fell apart. 20/20, Bob," he glances at me wryly. "You 
know that was Jason, right?" 


| smirk. "| wouldn't have guessed he had it in him, but yeah." 
"I started drinking, you started doing drugs." James sighs. "Then, right before New Orleans, | thought we were 


getting it together." He raises haunted eyes to mine. "lm so sorry, Kirk. If | had known that you heard.. | don't 
know what | was doing. | thought I'd gotten through the religion issues, but | guess not" 


"We all have our moments, James. And you're far from the only one who's made mistakes." 


"I know. But what | did, lying to you about Jason.that was inexcusable. | was pissed about earlier that night, the 
proof that you were out of control, and still a little drunk, and | took it out on you. | wanted to hurt you." 


His breath breaks on a soft sob. "When Gio called me, that you'd taken off in his car. got this horrible feeling. 
| chartered a plane, got to San Fran as fast as | could. | wasn't in time, though. | never want to feel the way | 


did when | saw you half-floating in that pool again." 


| shift my legs off the couch, moving closer, pulling him into my arms as he begins to shake. "You got there in 


time, James. l'm alive." 
"I thought I'd lost you, thought | killed you." 


| hold him close, burying my face in the soft blonde hair, bathing in his scent. "I'm all right, James. I'm h-here." 
Something else is building under the love, a deep anger. Before I'd have tamped it down, ignored it. No more. 


| wait til he calms before | speak again. "I'm st-st-stiiill pissed about you ditching in the hospital," | say flatly. 


The stutter is more pronounced with the shaft of anger | feel. "How c-could you leeeeave me like that?" 
"I'm sorry," James murmurs. "I just couldn't stay." 

"I woke u-up, and | c-c-could rememb-ber you leaving, t-telling me that you were going to k-kill yourself. | 
didn't know if I'd be able to talk, to tell L-I-I-" | take a deep breath, trying to force myself to calm down "To 
tell Uli what you were p-plann-nning. How c-c-could you d-do that t-to me?" | yell. 

James’ light eyes go a little wide as my shoulders start to shake. 

"H-how could y-you l-lie to m-m-meee?" | sob. 


His arms slide around me, holding me close, stroking my hair as he whispers apologies. 


| don't know how long we stay like that. When the storm of emotion finally dies inside me, I'm exhausted, my 


stomach tight and my throat aching. 
Note to self. You don't cry pretty. Not even close. So much for that whole Scarlett 0: Hara fantasy. 


The mental image of me trying to simper like a Southern belle sends an odd little giggle bubbling up from my 
throat. James' arms tighten around me, thinking it's another bout of sobs. 


The second image, of James as Rhett, draws another giggle from me. | burrow my face against him for a 


moment. I've missed this. Missed being able to touch him. 


The thought is enough to sober me, and | pull back, wincing as | unfold my leg from beneath me. "What now?" | 
ask softly. "Where do we go from here?" 


He drops his eyes quickly. "l.that's up to you. | know there's absolutely no reason for you to still want to be 
with me-" 


"J-James. | love you." 


He smiles a little sadly. "That doesn't mean you still want me. Or that its a good idea. I've loved you all along, 


but that didn't keep me from hurting you." 
| nod slowly. That's all true. But still. "We made a huge fucked up mess out of our relationship. It doesn't have 


to stay that way." | smile nervously, looking through my eyelashes. I'm not willing to give up on James and | 
just yet, and if | have to persuade him with a little touch of femme wiles.. 


All's fair. 


An unwilling smile creases his face. God, | love him. "If you're willing we could start over; do it right this time, 


no secrets, no lies." 


James doesn't say anything for a moment, and | nod, feeling the tears stinging my eyes. "Got it. Friends still, at 
least?" 


"We can't go back, Quirk Too many bridges burned," he says hoarsely. "We're not the same people we were" 
| will not beg him. | will not. "I understand" 

TET 

Oh, God. | hate the little flare of hope that springs to life at that word. 

"Maybe we can go forward" 

Aren't | supposed to be breathing? He's getting up, where is he-oh fuck.he's kneeling in front of me. 


I've hurt you so much. And I'm so sorry, but | can't undo that. And if we ignore it, it's only going to come up 
and bite us in the ass again. Can we take it as it comes, try to go forward a little at a time?" 


I'm falling into the clear, primal pools of his eyes. That voice is hypnotic, whispering of hope and fear, love and 


strength. 


"Where did you get to b-be all wise?" | whisper around the lump in my throat. 


He smirks, that beautiful self deprecating smile that banishes the Mighty Hetfield. Its just James. My James. 


Redneck goober extraordinare. 
"That would be from my shrink" 

There's a sentence | hadn't expected James to utter. "Shrink?" 
"Yeah" He ducks his head a little. "Fucking dictator made me go. 
"Lars? How did he do that?" 


The smirk becomes a little darker, tinged with black humor. "It's amazing what someone who knows all your 


bank account numbers can do to you" 

| chuckle softly. Yup. That would be Uli, all right. "Damn, so | guess Metallica is done. 

"Why?" 

"We always relied on your severe fucked up-ness to give us the lyrics. Now we'll be reduced to making metal 
covers of B-Backstreet Boys songs" | sigh dramatically, resting the back of my hand against my forehead and 


trying for an artful swoon, 


| don't get any warning before fingers slide over my ribcage, tickling me. | squirm, laughing and batting at him 


as he growls. 

"Backstreet Boys, my ass," he mock snarls. | relax, grinning at him. 

He smiles back, leaning his head on my knee, looking up at me. "Do you think we can do that, Kirk?" 
| raise my eyebrow. Yes, | want it spelled out for me before | agree to anything. 


"Can we start out relearning how to be friends, maybe date, and see where it takes us?" His voice is gentle, 


nervous. 
| nod. "I'd like that." 


The smile that earns me is enough to take my breath away. God.l'm not going to tell him, but its gonna take 


us to bed sometime in the near future. It's inevitable. 
"Do you feel like going out for dinner?" 


Yes, out for dinner is good. Maybe it'll distract me from the overwhelming urge to jump him. Or not. "m a 


little hungry." | start to stand, and feel my knee twinge again. It feels like Jello under me. Fuck. "It'll have to be 


somewhere that we can take a cab to. My leg." 


His eyes darken as his fingers brush along the brace, pain mirrored in his eyes. "We can do that. How about 


Arnoud's?" 

"James, there's no way we can get a reservation-" 

"| made it yesterday” 

"Confident, weren't you?" | try to glare. "What would you have done if | hadn't come?" 
He shrugged. "Probably canceled it and taken a cab to McD's” 


| smile as he comes to his feet in one fluid movement. James has a certain unweildy grace. Its not the grace 


of the cheetah, but it's there. 

"l'm gonna go change into something other than a t-shirt," he murmurs. 

| nod, limping over to my room. Any grace | might have had is long gone. I'm rebuilding my strength, but 
there's too much nerve damage. It's a damn miracle that it only affected my leg and speech. There's 


absolutely no reason that my left hand isn't useless, too. 


It reminds me of the old saying about the difference between the gods‘ grace and mercy. Grace is when you're 


given what you don't really deserve, and mercy is that you're not given everything you really deserve. 


I've become awfully grateful for that mercy. | hate looking down and seeing how much smaller my left leg is 


than my right. | hate hearing my words slur and stutter, but | can deal. 


| can still walk around, and | was never big on talking anyway. 
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| pull on a different shirt, a nearly midnight colored silk one. It's cool and soft against my skin. A black suitcoat 


tops it, covering the darkly luminous fabric. 


| touch up the eyeliner, making it a little darker, drawing the lines out just a hint, giving my eyes an even more 


exotic slant. My teeth sink into my lower lip, worrying it just a little. 


When | release it, | smile in satisfaction as it darkens to an attractive red. The hair is okay, | pat at it, fluffing 


it lightly. Yes, we've already established that l'm vain. 
| pick up my cane, leaning on it heavily as | step into the living area. Oh my. 


James turns towards me with a smile and | can feel the drool starting. No one should look that fucking good. 


He's got on a nicely tailored black suit with a charcoal colored band collared shirt. 


He looks..incredible. There isn't a woman alive who wouldn't clamor to have him on her arm tonight. And he's 


mine. The thought makes me smile wider as he walks smoothly towards me, eyes bright. 


"You look.God, Kirk. A callused hand brushes my cheek, sliding back to curl around my neck. He kisses me 
lightly, just a brush of lips. "You're incredible," he whispers, echoing my thoughts. 


| lean into him a little, just holding him. | was afraid of this for so long, now, | can't seem to get enough of 


touching him. He's so fucking MALE. 
His stomach growls softly, and | pull back, smiling. "We'd better get moving if we're making that reservation" 
He walks beside me to the elevator, shortening his usual long, loose stride so | can keep up with him. 


| have to give it to the staff, they don't even blink. "Have a wonderful evening, gentlemen," the doorman says 
kindly as we stroll out. 


At Arnauds, they seat us quickly, settling us into a slightly secluded corner. In the soft glow of the candle 
light, James looks even more beautiful. All of the scars are muted, softened. He catches me looking and gives 


me a curious quirk of a smile. "What?" 


"You look." | mentally try out words. Handsome? Well duh. | might as well say that the center sun is warm. 


Beautiful? | don't think James would appreciate the adjective. "Perfect," | settle on 

There's that smile again, delighted, sweet. We order dinner, ignoring the muted hum of the other diners. 

"So what have you been doing, James?" | ask. 

"Well, | did some writing, some hiking, biking, a lot of stalking.” 

"Stalking?" 

He smiles a little sheepishly. "| thought you would heal better without me around, but | couldn't go far. | used 
to sneak into the rest home, watch you sleeping. And then, I'd hang out near where | thought you'd be, your 
favorite vegetarian places, all that." 

"Is that how y-you knew I'd be in Mobile?" 

"I'd asked Ron to let me know if you asked to go anywhere. When he told me you were going to Mobile, | came 
down early." He smiles wryly. "It didn't occur to me that you'd have asked for a police escort, and | didn't want 


you to be alone." 


Our dinner comes then, sparing me from trying to reply around the lump in my throat. All those times that I'd 


thought I'd seen him, that | felt safer, even as | called myself a fool for it, that was him. 


We eat quietly, James obviously nervous that I'll be pissed about what he's told me, and me, trying to work 


out how | do feel about it. 
By the time we finish, I've decided that I'm not too annoyed with him. 


My leg feels better, and | wheedle him into taking a little stroll down Bourbon, just to listen to the music. 


Eventually, we leave the press of people, walking down one of the side streets, Rue St. Peters. 

We walk slowly, my leg starting to throb with each motion, but I'm not ready to give up this feeling of 
closeness. He walks next to me, not touching, but | know he's there. | hear a soft tinkling of music, getting a 
louder with every step. Doors open twenty feet in front of us, and the music slides out to greet us. 


What musician could resist? Without a word, we pay our cover and slide into the small stone room. 


Its an Irish pub, no question There's a lovely trio of women playing something. One's eyes light on us as we 


settle into a table near the front, and a smile touches her lips. 


| would have sworn that | couldn't eat anything more, but when a platter of odd little pastries filled with 
spinach, potatoes and cheese appear, they look too good to pass up. 


| snuggle against James, stretching my leg under the table, and listening to the music. It's not our kind of 


music by any stretch, but it's still good. 


At the break, the young singer walks over to our table. "Welcome to OFlahrety's. I'm Meghan," she says, her 


accent soft, lyrical. 
James smiles, gesturing towards the other chair. "Thank you. Please, have a seat" 


She smiles, slowly lowering herself into it. "| must say, in a million years, you're no' who I'd be expectin' to see 


here." 
| shrug. "We heard the music. Who could say no to that summons?" 


In her eyes | can see understanding. Good music is good music, no matter the beat. It's the premise behind 


Garage, Inc. 

We talk for a little while, while she relaxes. She's got a gentle soul, and an easy smile. "All right, then, boyos. 
l'm going to head back and let you two have some time to yourselves." She hesitates for a last moment. "Our 
encore is Whiskey. If you'd be interested in joining us, ‘tis glad to have you that we'd be." She bustles off 
before we can reply. 

James and | share a look, and | know that we'll be onstage at the end of the evening. 


The next set starts with a bracing jig that has James’ foot quietly tapping along with them. 


Then, Meghan steps forward, strumming her guitar slowly. Melody seems to flow through her, an ancient song, 


a rite of spring, of love and passion. 


It's beautiful, and haunting, and sensual. | turn smiling at James at the same moment | feel his hand sliding 
over my knee, fingertips rubbing gently. 


Fuck, that makes it hard to breathe. | may have been pissed with him, | may have even hated him for a while, 
but deep down, my body tells me what my soul always knew. | belong to him, and he belongs to me. 


At my smile, his hand gets a little bolder, sliding fractionally higher, fingertips curving to stroke the sensitive 
skin along the inside. 


"James, we're in p-public," | whisper. 
"I know," his smile is dark, a little feral. God. It's not like anyone can see us, the tablecloth covers his hand 


from casual view, | reason with myself. That doesn't explain why | slouch a little, pressing against his touch 


wantonly. 


The song finishes, but the touches don't end. Instead, they slide higher, fleeting brushes against my inner thigh 


that are driving me crazy. 


The next song is a sweet love song, boy meets girl, boy loses girl, boy is going to move heaven and earth to 
get her back. James leans in a little, as though to whisper something to me. 


Instead, | feel his warm breath, and the light glide of his tongue over the rim of my ear. | barely contain the 
shudder of pleasure, giving him a dark look. He's going to fucking pay for this. 


He smiles, kissing me lightly. "Watch the concert, Hamlet" 


| nod, turning back to watch the stage, and am rewarded by those talented fingers stroking my thigh again. At 


some point, Meghan glances at us curiously, and we both nod. 


Before we know it, they're finishing the set. At the applause, they come back up on stage. "Ye be wantin’ more, 
do ya?" 


The applause leaves no question 

"In that case, we have a special treat for you. You may have noticed the two gentlemen sittin’ up here." She 
gestures towards us. "We certainly did. And we asked them to come up and join us for a song. So, now, ‘tis my 
pleasure to introduce James Hetfield and Kirk Hammett of Metallica” 

We stand up, and | suddenly realize that there's no stairs. Fuck. This should be graceless. James seems to 
realize the problem. Without missing a beat, he climbs onstage, bending to offer me a hand. | take it, and 


suddenly I'm onstage. Looks like I'm not the only one who's been working out. 


| take the guitar, sitting on a stool gratefully, and we begin to play "Whiskey in the Jar." And James begins to 


sing, a little softer than usual, so as not to overwhelm the light voices harmonizing with him. 


He's taken off the jacket, and, oh my, my. It should be illegal to cover that ass. Not to mention the rest of it. | 


nearly miss a note, recover, and see James smirking out of the corner of his eye at me. Bastard. 
The song shifts into it's final verse, and James’ voice becomes lower, caressing. 


"And me? | like sleeping," he sings, in that voice that makes it clear there'll be more going on than sleep. 


We finish with a flourish, and thank Meghan for letting us play with them. Then, l'm looking at the floor, 


wondering how three feet can look so high. 
James smiles, hopping to the floor. "Well, you finally figured out how to get me to do that lift." 


It takes me a moment to understand, then | remember back a lifetime to our mountain hideaway. Even if the 


next day it all fell apart, that night was perfect. "And us without a Dirty Dancing song between us," | grin 
It's tinged with a little sadness, knowing that it'll never happen again. There's a price to be paid for everything 
in this world. | know that well. In this case, it's a small price for my life, but still. would have loved to dance 
with him again, to move with such ease. 


James touches the brace lightly. "Don't worry, baby. We'll find ways to dance. Now, come on, Kirk I've got you." 


| smile as he reaches up, trustingly falling forward, into his grip. And he catches me, holding my weight, 
lowering me to the ground against his body. 


Oh, that's nice. Before we can get carried away, he steps back, smiling. "Ready to head back for the night?" 

| nod, a nervous flutter in my stomach. Am | ready for this? 

He hails a cab, and we head back to the hotel. | lean against James, snuggling my head against his shoulder. 
Finally, we're there, walking slowly through the lobby. My leg has had enough, the muscles are burning like fire 
with each step. 

We step inside the door, and | turn towards him, tilting my chin up for a kiss. 

l'm not expecting the peck | get, and James grins at my little noise of protest. "Problem?" 


"I thought you were going to kiss me," | whine. 


"I am. Just not yet." He helps me shrug out of the black coat, guiding me to my room. "Now, I'll kiss you good 
night." 


"Good night? B-But-" 


He smirks at me, effectively cutting off my words. "Soon, we'll be lovers again, baby. But its not going to 
happen while you're clenching your jaw so tight it looks like itll break. When we make love, | want you to be 
able to enjoy it. No pain, just pleasure," he growls softly, sending a shiver down my spine. "So, for now, you're 


going to go soak in the tub, then you're going to bed. Understand?" 


| nod slowly, and he rewards me with a smile. He bends down, hands cupping my face, tilting it up towards him, 


fingers sliding over my neck 


Then, his lips touch mine, and all other thoughts disappear. His lips press against mine, sliding over my mouth 


lightly. 


My hands slide around his waist as though they have minds of their own, pulling him against me. | part my 
lips, flicking my tongue out lightly, nibbling at his lips. 


With a muffled groan his arms come fully around me, holding me like he's afraid I'll disappear. His lips slant 


over mine with barely restrained violence. 


| can't breathe, and I'm not complaining. He lifts his head, lips sliding over my throat. "Fuck Go to bed before | 
forget all my good intentions, Kirk" 


| blink at him for a moment, waiting for the words to sink past my fogged mind. James reaches around me, 


opening the door and nudging me in. 
"Night, baby. 

"Night, James," | answer faintly. 

Fuck a warm bath, | need a cold shower. 


It might not do much for the ache between my legs, but the hot tub relaxes the muscles of my leg nicely. | 
crawl into bed, exhausted and achy, but happy. 


Its nearly four in the morning when the nightmare wakes me, sweating and shaking. 


| don't have them often anymore, once every couple of weeks. And | don't remember them usually, just a 
brush of fear, a whiff of smoke seeming to cling in my throat. 


Normally, | just go onto my balcony, watch the sunrise, remind myself how lucky | am. Tonight, though, | don't 
have to make do with that reminder. | pull a blanket around me, limping my way to James door and nudging it 
open. "James?" 

He rolls over swiftly, blinking at me. "Kirk? What's wrong?" 

| shrug, walking a little into his room. "I had a nightmare." 

He understands, thank God. He shifts over, patting the bed gently. "C'mere." 


As soon as l'm close enough, he pulls me onto his lap, into his arms. He's warm, strong. 


l'm not afraid of that strength anymore. | curl against him like a cat, resting my head on his shoulder. He pets 


me lightly, stroking my hair, my back, my arms, anything within reach. Finally, | sigh, lifting my head. "Thank 
you." 


The backs of his fingertips brush against my cheek. "Thank you, Hamlet" He tilts his head for a second. "Think 


you can go back to sleep now?" 


| nod, reluctantly starting to get up. James has other ideas, slipping one hand under my knees and lifting me 


onto the bed. "Good. Sleep." 

| snuggle in, smiling. "Bossy prick." 

"Yup. Don't you forget it." He shifts, laying next to me. He's so close, but not quite touching, and | feel my 
heart melt. | didn't know James could be this careful, this gentle. Its gotta be driving him crazy, little control 


freak that he is. 


Fuck, it's driving me crazy. | squirm closer, until l'm almost pressed against him, then | turn over, wriggling 


until l'm spooned against him, my ass pressing firmly back into his thighs. Perfect. 
With a little purr of contentment, | lay my head on his arm, and pull the covers tight around us. 
James chuckles softly near my ear. "Make yourself comfy, Kirk" 


"Oh, okay." | squirm a little more, until I'm pressing hard into him, branding his body with the feel of mine. 
"How's that?" 


"Very nice," he murmurs, voice a little strangled. "Now, sleep, Quirk" 


| wouldn't think | could, not with him molded against me. Somehow, | just can't keep my eyes open. He's so 


warm, so damn comfortable.. 


| wake slowly, still in the twilight haze of pre-sleep. | had the best dream last night. | was snuggled in bed with 


James, warm and safe. | hate to wake up. As long as | stay here, | can pretend. 


Callused fingertips stroke over my ribcage, and my eyes fly open. My head is pillowed on an arm. | hold my 
breath as it shifts a little, and | see it. Pale and vaguely shiny, a little bump of scar tissue running along the 
side of his thumb. They go in a jagged pattern, licking over his hand as surely as the flames did. 


The night snaps back into focus, and | sigh happily, turning my head to press a little kiss onto his arm. 


"Morning," | whisper. 


The hand moves inward, stroking over my stomach gently, and | feel the brush of his mustache on my 


shoulderblade. "Good morning, baby." 


| smile, leaning back into his touch a little. The hand lifts, and | wriggle a little protest. Instead, it slides up my 
side, to my neck, gathering my hair off it. 


His lips are gentle, brushing along the cords of my neck, kissing and biting, making little prickles of pleasure 
dance through my body. 


| can't stop the little whimper that slides out. Jesus, can we say morning wood? From the way l'm pressed 
against James, | can pretty much tell that he's happy to see me, too. 


His hand slides back down, stroking along my ribs lightly, then up, to make circles on my chest, carefully 


avoiding my nipples. 
"Please." 


"Please what, Kirk? Please, this?" His teeth fasten on my earlobe, and | shiver, making a little breathless sound 


of pleasure. 
Fuck, that's nice..Please, please, James.. 


‘Or, was that please, this?" Those callused fingertips brush over my nipple, gently plumping it between them, 
stroking gently. 


"Anything," | beg softly. "Just don't fucking stop." My voice ends on a sharp mewl as he pinches a little harder, 
his lips nibbling at the junction of neck and shoulder. 


Fuck. can barely draw a breath, feels so good.so fucking right. 

"Like that, Hamlet? This is just the beginning," he whispers against my neck, making me shiver. "Today, l'm going 
to touch you like this until you can't breathe, until you can't remember your own name. Does that sound like 
fun?" 


Am | breathing now? Don't think so. 


"And then, when you're ready, we're going to make love. Slow and deep, hard and fast, however you want it, 


baby." 

God, it would be easier to breathe if he wasn't using the "Loverman’ voice. 
"And then-" 

Then? Jesus, James, we are a pair of near forty year olds! 


Whatever he had planned for next goes unspoken as the opening notes to "The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly," 


ring out in the room in that nasally sounding tone that only a cell phone can produce. 
"No," James groans. "Motherfucker! Fuck ‘em. l'm not answering." 


"James, it could be an emergency. The only one who calls you there is Lars." 


"| don't fucking care. Lars can kiss my ass." 
The phone falls silent, then a minute later, begins to vibrate loudly on the table. 


James groans, pressing his face against my neck. | feel him reach back, grabbing it. "Only that little fucking 
dictator has the balls to call you, then page you right away." 


| smirk. Yeah, that's Lars. He started doing that around the same time | started turning off my ringer. Its 


hard to ignore something vibrating in your front pocket. 
"Shit. It's a ‘Il page," James murmurs. "I'd better call him bac-" 
Before the sentence can fully leave his mouth, the fucker starts ringing again 


"Jesus Christ," | mutter. Now, I'm worried. They went to a cabin Jason has in the mountains, what if Jase hurt 


himself biking, or what if Lars.. | turn over, giving James a worried look. 


He stabs at the button with his thumb, then puts the phone to his ear. "Do you know what fucking time it is, 


you little cocksucker?" 
"James!" Even from here, | can hear the utter panic in Lars’ voice. This is so not good. 
"What's wrong, Lars?" 


"| can't fucking find Kirk! He's not home, he's not answering his cell. He was going back to Alabama, to Mobile, 
but he canceled his hotel reservation, but Ron didn't fly him anywhere." 


| lay my head against James arm. Fuck. That would be the cell phone that's over in my room, probably 
vibrating the fuck out of my jeans. 


James groans softly. "I've gotta piss. You deal with him," he whispers, pushing the phone at me. 
"Prick," | mutter. 


He kisses me gently before sliding off the bed. Looking at it like it's a cobra about to strike, | lift the phone to 


my ear. 


"James, are you listening? What the hell are we going to do? | knew we shouldn't go away. Kneppel Are you 
paying any fucking attention here, dickweed?" 


"Lars," | say softly. 


"James, are you in San Fran? Could you check his house? | knew his shrink was full of shit. What good could 


going back to that fucking place do?" 
"LARS!" | roar. 
The voice stops for a moment. "James?" 


"No. I'm sorry, Uli. | didn't mean to scare you like that. | d-didn't expect you to check on me. | was going to call 
and leave a message on your voice mail today that | wasn't in Mobile." | cross my fingers, mentally negating 


the lie. 
"Oooh, liar, liar, pants on fire," James chants softly, coming out of the bathroom. 
| flip him off, waiting for the explosion on the other end of the line. 


Instead, another voice comes on the line. "James? Why does Lars look like his head is going to explode?" Jason 


asks calmly. 

"Hi, Jase. Sorry if | worried you." 

"Kirk" he brightens. "Where the hell are you?" 
"Uh.New Orleans." 

"And you're on James’ cell phone?" 

"Y-Yeah." | hate the blush | can feel tinging my cheeks. 
"Kick ass. Everything okay?" 

"Very okay." 


"Cool. Have a great time, and tell James to suck a couple of crawfish for me." There's a pause, and | can hear 


the laughter in his voice. "Okay, Uli's going to yell at you some more now." 


One more reason that | adore Jason. Nothing throws him for long. "Thanks, Jase. How's the mountain b-biking 


up there?" 
"Uh..actually, | haven't made it out onto the mountain yet" I'd bet money that he's blushing. 


"If you don't do it soon, that bike seats gonna be damned uncomfortable, Jase." | grin, rolling onto my back, 
stretching like a cat. 


He snickers softly. "Too late." 


"Shut up, you dick," Lars mutters. He takes a deep breath. "Okay, being calm now. Kirk, if you ever fucking 


scare me like that again, | swear." His voice trails off, looking for something sufficiently nasty. 
"Got it. | really am sorry, Lars. It didn't even occur to me." 


James sits on the edge of the bed, his fingers starting to drift over my stomach in light circles, teasing along 
the elastic band of the shorts | sleep in. 


It makes it damned hard to focus on what Uli's saying. 

"Everything went well in Mobile?" 

"Yeah, everything w-went fine." | shiver as those talented fingers find a nipple, pinching and pulling lightly. "I 
think it really." | take a deep breath as James bends, pressing little ticklish kisses to my side, easing up 
towards the nipple. "helped," | finish. 

"Good. The police were okay with you going down there? They didn't give you any shit, right?" 

For a moment | can't reply as James' mouth closes over my nipple, his tongue making lazy wet spirals around 
it. It tightens sharply, and | arch, biting my lip to still a moan at the answering tightening in my groin. Finally, | 
find my voice. "No, they didn't give me a-aaany shit at all," | manage, voice tight. 

"You sure you're okay? You sound funny.” 

Teeth close lightly over my nipple, and | can't quite fight back the whimper. "I'm f-f-fine.” 


"James is there, isn't he." 


My laugh is short, sharp. "How'd you g-guess?" | smirk as James shifts, moving to lie between my legs, his 


head resting just above my knee. 
"Because I'm that good," Lars smirks. Dictatorial prick. 


"Can | hang up now?" | shiver as a wet tongue begins to explore the side of my knee, teasing up along the 


inside of my thigh to the legband of the shorts. 
"Not a chance. This is fun" 


‘Lars, you are not g-going to get off, listening to-" My voice breaks as his fingers slide under the legband, 
brushing over my balls lightly. "James," | whimper. 


What was | doing? Oh yes. "James and I," | finish breathily. 


| hear Lars' breathing speed up, followed by an unmistakable slurping sound. Well, that's more than | needed to 


hear. 
"Okay, Kirk," he gasps. "Bye." 


James looks up at me as | theatrically turn his phone off, putting it on the nightstand. He grins, his tongue 
going back to it's lazy exploration of my inner thigh. 


Fuuuuck. His lips fasten on the soft skin, biting and sucking hard as | arch, hips twitching. Feels so good.. 
He lifts his head, brushing his fingertip over the mark | know is there with a satisfied smirk 

Finally, he leans up, fingers hooking in the waistband of my shorts. | arch my hips off the bed helpfully. 
Instead, they slide down an inch, uncovering my hips and the top fuzz of pubic hair. 


James seems quite pleased with that, leaning up to lick over my hips, teeth grazing the sharp bones. Then, he 
lowers his head, licking and nuzzling at the dark coarse hair. 


The shorts slide another inch, until they get hung up on my cock. James smirks, nibbling at the uncovered skin 
as he gently slides them lower, freeing me. His eyes flicker up, meeting mine as he lifts his head, lips pursed 


just a little. 


The tip of his tongue darts between those lips, and his eyes darken. | shiver, caught like a fly in a spider's web 
by those eyes. 


| don't know what's better, the feel of his tongue, lapping gently over the slit, or the way his eyes close on a 
moan, savoring the taste of me. Either way, l'm whimpering, shuddering from just the little touch. Christ, I'm 
not going to last long here. 

"James, please," | moan. 

He opens his eyes, and | nearly come right then. God, how can he look so fucking..primal? 

"Ssssh," he soothes, lowering his head to nuzzle at my balls, kissing and stroking. 


"James," | whimper, shivering as the pleasure mounts. "Don't, l'm too close, baby-" 


He smiles darkly, lifting his head letting his tongue flicker along the underside of my cock “That's just what | 
want, baby. Come for me, Kirk," he growls in that husky midnight voice. 


Yes, James, anything you want, James, | think wildly. 


His lips open, and l'm engulfed in his mouth, that wet sucking heat. His fingers are in motion, cupping my balls, 
rolling them, using one callused fingertip to stroke the ultrasensitive skin behind them. 


| can't last. And | don't. It barely takes a minute before I'm mewling; a high, keening note that's his name. My 
body arches off the bed, hips jerking as pleasure rolls over me like a tidal wave, screaming through my body 


until I'm left shaking and sweaty, trembling with little aftershocks. 


James swallows happily, murmuring how good | am, how hot. My God. He's barely even touched me. | don't think 


l'm going to survive this morning. 


He slithers up me, the fabric of his shorts rasping against my sweaty skin. His lips brush over mine so gently, 
his tongue darting between my lips. | can taste myself on his lips. The kiss starts out gentle, but before | know 
it, he's grinding against me, licking and sucking at my lips lightly. 


The push takes him off guard, tipping him over onto his side. It doesn't take much, just a little shove, to get 
him onto his back. Just where | want him. This gentle, giving thing is wonderful, but only if | get to make him 
feel good, too. 


Before he can protest, | lean down, pressing a hard kiss to his lips. It gentles as he untenses, moaning softly 
into my mouth as | straddle his thigh. | love the feel of the rough, springy hair of his legs brushing against 
my balls. 

| rock a little, rubbing myself against his body like a cat seeking attention James seems to like it, arching up 
against me with a frantic little groan. | smirk, pressing my palms against his hips, holding him still. "My turn, 
James. To love you like I've been dreaming of" 


He smiles gently at me. "However you want, baby." 


| lean up, kissing him hard, nibbling at his lips. "Remember that you said that," | growl. | shift off him, sitting on 
the edge of the bed. "Roll over, sweetheart." 


He rolls slowly, and starts to lift his hips, like he expects me to fuck him. Not tonight, baby. | nudge him flat, 
patting his ass lightly. "Stay. I'll be right back" | hurry as much as my leg will allow, walking to my room, and 


pulling out a bottle of olive-blossom scented oil. It was something else | picked up on my trip around the city. 


James is still laying there, the pillow tucked under his chin He protests a little as | straddle his thighs, sitting 
back a little. "Am | hurting you?" | ask. 


"Nah." He shifts, then relaxes. | open the cap on the bottle, aiming a little squirt between his shoulderblades. 


James jumps a little, my weight holding him in place. "Cold!" he yelps. 


"Sssh. Relax, baby." | run my fingertips through the sweet smelling oil, leaving little glistening trails along his 
back. 


He shivers a little as | brush over his scars. | bend a little, pressing a kiss to them. | know he hates them, 
thinks they make him ugly or something. | hate the pain he went through, but they're beautiful to me. They're 


a reminder of how strong he is. 

As | sit back up, | flatten my palms, running them lightly over his skin, still just spreading the oil. | love the 
feel of his skin under my hands. His body's so much stronger, barely a love handle to be found. Instead, it's 
taut and lightly tanned down to the pale line around his waist where his jeans would begin. | smooth over it, 
stopping just short of the rounded swell of his ass. 

Then, leaning forward a little, resting some weight on my hands, | begin kneading the muscles. 

There are advantages to being a guitar player. One of them is having strong hands. | stroke, and knead, and rub 
until he's a puddle of Jello. Then, the touch changes, becoming lighter, sliding down to stroke at his ass, 
kneading lightly as | slide a finger down the crevice. 

James groans into the pillow, rocking back towards me. "Kirk." 

"Relax, Het. We're just getting started" 

| hear something in reply that sounds like "sadistic motherfucker." | nudge my finger in a little further, until | 
can feel the tight ring of muscle. James makes a little hopeful noise and bucks his hips, trying to force me 
inside him. | let it just brush, just a little pressure, then | pull back quickly. 

James lifts his head with a growl. "Kirk, you prick-" 

Another little brush of my finger shuts off that argument. "My turn," | remind him gently, shifting a little 
lower. My hands rub over his thighs, reveling in the tight muscles, sliding my fingers inwards, to stroke the 


sensitive skin between his legs. 


He jumps as my fingertips slide over the sensitive spot just behind his balls, making another of those little 


hoarse sounds. "Please, Kirk, touch me," he moans. 


| smile, leaning up again to rub his shoulders. With the way l'm sitting now, it brushes my hips against his ass, 


just a little more torture. Though, whether it's torturing him or me more, | couldn't say. 
"Roll over, James. Let me do the front” | sit up so he can move. 


When he turns onto his back, the pure heat in his eyes is..god. | lean up, drizzling a bit more of the oil over 
his chest, watching it run to collect in the hollows of his throat. 


First, | smooth it over his shoulders, just a light touch, callused fingertips brushing over slick skin. | hold his 
eyes, sliding down, teasing the oil over his chest, my palms stroking his nipples. 


James pulls his lip between his teeth with a sharp gasp of pleasure. | smirk, repeating the motion, until the 
hard little peaks are between my fingertips. He jerks, arching against me as | pinch them. The motion rubs our 
cocks together, and | moan, sucking in a hard breath as lightning arcs through my body. 


| pinch again, getting the same reaction I'm hard again, and the pleasure is intense. | don't want to come apart 
again, so | shift back a little, my hands moving to curl around his ribs. That still leaves my thumbs free to 
tease over his nipples, flickering against the little nubs until he's shuddering, whimpering my name. That could 
be addictive, | think, watching his eyes darken from the palest ice blue until they're a roiling stormcloud of 
heat. 


| slide my hands lower, adding a little oil to my hand, teasing circles around his bellybutton until he chuckles, 
lips parting in a lazy smile. | lean over him, pressing our bodies together, kissing his lips lightly. "You're 


gorgeous," | whisper. 


His answering smile is wicked. A moment later, his hips rock against me, our cocks rubbing together with a 


delicate friction. "J-James," | gasp, sitting back "Bad. My turn," | remind him. 

He smiles insouciantly. "Oh, yeah. | forgot." 

"Oh, did you?" | tease, my hands sliding slickly over his stomach, to cup the sharp bones of his hips. "Let's see 
if we can't keep you from forgetting again" | slide my hands lower, over the flats of his hips, coating them 


with the sweet oil. 


He tenses, waiting for my hands to slide inwards, to touch the hard shaft that begs for my touch. Instead, | 
slip lower, kneading the muscles of his thighs lightly. 


"Kirk, dammit!" His growl sounds impressive, but all it gets him is a slow smirk. 


"Il get there, James. Just have a little patience." | turn my hands, my fingers sliding up the insides of his 
thighs with a light, teasing touch. 


| love the way he sucks in his breath. Wonder how long he can hold it? | slow down the movement, making little 


circles with my fingertips. 


"Ssssh, I've got you, James." | slide my hands higher, cupping his balls gently. 


Now, he's panting, little noises that are half mewl, half growl sliding from his lips. Fuck, l'm not going to be able 
to do this for long. Already, all | want to do is have him buried in me, hard and hot and deep. 


The thought makes me lick my lips even as | bend a little, scooting down on his legs. 
James groans, fingers reaching down to stroke over my cheek lightly. "Please, baby,’ he whimpers. 


| nod, holding his eyes as | slide down, parting my lips to suckle at the head of his cock, tasting the glistening 
drops of fluid, savoring the musky scent that is James. 


He arches, and | take more of him, my tongue playing over his length lightly. 


| rise and fall on him, closing my eyes, enjoying the simple pleasure of being able to touch him, without shame 


or fear. Every motion rubs my own hard cock against him, gentle torture. 
"Kirk!" There's a tense note to his voice, telling me how close he is. 

| lift my head, smiling. "Sssh, not yet, James." 

"Please. Need to come," he grits out. 


| nod. "Me, too." Without a word, | pick up the bottle of oil, squirting a little into my hands. He sucks in a hard 
breath as | anoint him with a light touch. 


"Ready, James?" 
"For what?" he pants. 


| climb off his legs, my smile a little shaky. "Fuck me." Its half commana, half plea, delivered in a voice that's 


nowhere near steady. 


He's on his knees in an instant, his lips sealed against mine in a desperate kiss. For a moment, only wet sucking 


noises fill the room. 


Finally, he lifts his head, regarding me with those dark, stormcloud eyes. "No," he murmurs. "I'm not going to 


fuck you, Kirk 

Something in me drops. "What?" | hate the whimper in my voice. 

He bends, feathering a kiss over my jaw. "I'm going to make love to you. Slow, and deep, hard and fast." 
Oh, okay. That | can handle. All that comes out when my mouth opens is a little whimper. 


"How?" he whispers. "Do you want to ride me, baby?" 


| shake my head. Time to get rid of this ghost. "From behind,” | whisper, throat suddenly dry. 

His eyes widen, soften, and he nods. "Anything you want, baby." 

"| want you." 

"You've got me." He piles the pillows onto the bed, nudging me forward. 

| stretch out over them, wincing as my knee throbs a little. A moment later, | feel the drizzle of oil on the 
small of my back, and a strong hand dipping into it, spreading the oil liberally over my back, cupping my ass 


lightly. 


One finger slides into the crack, smoothing more of the slick oil over me. The callused tip brushes my entrance 


and | arch, gasping with pleasure. 

"Like that? How about this?" he growls softly, nudging his fingertip inside with a little twist. 

"Please, James,” | beg. 

"Please, what?" he asks. "Please this?" 

The finger slides deeper, then recedes. "James, need you," | moan, more than willing to beg for what | need. 


I'm right here, Hamlet. Let me get you ready, baby." Another finger joins the first, teasing with light thrusts. 
Then, he angles his hand, crooking one finger, and lightning tears through me. 


I'm not sure what you'd call the noises coming from my mouth. They're primal, more animal than human, Little 


whimpers, sobs. The fingers withdraw, and | fight to draw enough breath to complain. 


Before | can, | feel the gentle pressure at my entrance. "Ready, Kirk?" James asks. | can hear what it those 


words cost, tight and nervous. 
| nod quickly, "P-please, need you James." 


The pressure increases fractionally, entering me so gently, so slowly. It's almost agony, the slow glide of his 


cock, filling me, completing me. Pleasure so sharp, so intense that it slides the razor edge of pain. 


Finally, | feel his hips pressing against my ass, the brush of his balls against mine. | arch, whimpering my need, 
begging for more. 


He rocks his hips, and those little bolts of pleasure sizzle along my body again 


"Now, James," | beg. "Everything you promised, slow and deep, hard and fast." 


He pulls almost entirely out before gliding back in me, his hips slapping against my ass. Then again, tilting his 


hips to make me shiver. 

After a few minutes, I'm sobbing, my hands knotted in the sheets. "Hard, James. Please, need to come, please.." 
A soft moan answers me as he speeds up, his hips pistoning against me until my world narrows, the only 
things that matter in it the pleasure, spreading through me like wildfire, and the feeling of his body moving 


against mine. 


He's leaning on me, his body molded to mine, his weight braced on his hands as he rides me hard, slick skin 


slapping against slick skin 


If the pleasure was wildfire before, now it's the writhing, pulsing center of a holocaust. Its sharpening, building 
until it threatens to consume everything in it's path. 


My vision is darkening, but my hearing seems sharper, until | can hear every grunt, every gasp for air, every 
little sob of pleasure. I'm not sure which of us is making them, our voices, so different, have merged, blending 
into a sound with no end, no beginning. My hands scrabble at the sheets, desperately seeking something to 
anchor myself in the storm. 

The ecstasy tightens, shattering through me in a blinding web of light and flame and sound. My voice pulls 
from the hoarse chorus, a high, keening wail that is his name. Then, it overwhelms me, pulling me under as my 
vision goes with a blast of mullticolored static. 

When | come back to myself, | hear James’ voice, harsh noises ripping through him as his own storm 
approaches. With a final mewl, his body tightens, slamming into me one last time, filling me with a hot liquid 


rush before his arms give out and he falls onto me. 


Its many long minutes before either of us can move again. It's possible I'd have recovered faster if | could 


actually breathe, but | wouldn't complain for the world. | like his weight on me, his body shielding me. 


James sighs, finally shifting his weight off me, flopping onto his back. | squirm tiredly, sliding off the pillows to 
rest against his body, listening to our breathing slowing to something approaching normal. 


| can hear his heartbeat, steady and solid, under my ear. It's nice. | could listen to it all morning. 
"| didn't hurt you?" he asks, his voice a low rumble. 
| lift my head, letting my lips curl in a smile. It's an ancient smirk, older than time. "Hurt me again," | offer. 


He returns it, relaxing with a low noise, his arms curling around me, pulling me close. "I love you, Kirk." 


| raise my head, seeing the tenderness, the love. "I love you, too." | squirm up until | can press a light kiss to 


his lips. "So, what are we going to do with the rest of the day?" 
He groans softly. "Christ, Kirk, you should be exhausted." 


"As soon as | get tea, I'll be fine. And with the bum knee, no one will even notice that l'm walking bowlegged," | 


grin 

His laughter warms me, startled and genuine. 
"So, what are we doing today?" 

"Sleeping?" 

"Jaaaaaames!" | whine. 


He rolls to his side, offering me a roguish grin. "Why do | have a feeling that you have an idea of what we can 
do?" 


| smirk. "I wanna do a Haunted New Orleans tour." 
He rolls his eyes. "Kirk, there's no such thing as ghosts." 
"Not anymore," | murmur. Before he can question me about my answer, | kiss him again, nuzzling his throat. 


Strong fingers stroke my hair lightly. "Okay, Haunted New Orleans tour. What else?" he asks softly. "If you 


wouldn't mind, I'd love to do the Voodoo Museum and the Wax Museum." 
| shiver a little. "The Wax museum? Ooh, spooky. Cool. I've always loved those p-places." 


"Somehow, l'm not surprised." James stretches slowly, and | stroke down his chest lightly. "Maybe we could 


grab lunch-" 


Wherever he was going to suggest, it goes unsaid as the phone begins to ring again. | stretch over, grabbing it. 
"City Morgue, you stab ‘em, we'll slab ‘em." 


A soft snort tells me who's on the other end As though there was any doubt? 
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"Dickweed," Lars grumbles. "Why is it that | can't get through a vacation without the record company calling 


me?" 

"Because you leave your phone on," | say, deadpan. "Why, what's up?" 
Lars sighs. "Some nice shots of you two doing Whiskey last night." 

| groan. "Wonderful. The paparazzi strike again" 


"Yeah. Anyway, the record company saw it, they want us to finish the two concerts we had, and to, quote, get 
our asses in the studio before they sue them." 


"Lars, in case they hadn't noticed, | can't really walk that well," | murmur. 

"I know. | pointed it out. They said that you could sit on a stool if it bothered you." 

"Fucking vultures," | sigh. 

James takes the phone from me. "What's going on, Lars?" 

| watch his eyes change, the stormclouds rolling in as he listens. "Oh really? Give me their number." 

| sigh, sliding out of bed to limp to the bathroom for a piss and a shower. | don't have quite as many 
symptoms of OCD as I'd had, but I've got cum dripping down my thighs. It's not exactly a pleasant feeling. Not 
really unpleasant, either. Just slimy. 

| don't dawdle, just a quick wash. When | come out, James is still on the phone, growling at some poor schmuck 
"You don't get it. All we need is a couple of months, just let him get his knee built up a little." James listened 
for a moment. "| know we're a pain in the ass. Trust me, the past few months haven't been a blast for us, 
either." 


| touch his shoulder gently. "James?" 


"Hold a moment." He lifts his head, kissing me gently. "What's up, babe?" 


"When do that want us to start the tour?" 


"Next goddamn weekend. They want us to do the last couple shows, plus one or two extras, to make it worth 


their while." 

| nod slowly, assimilating this. "Give me the phone." 

He hands it over, giving me a curious look. 

"Who am | talking to?" 

"Roger Pierceson" 

| kiss the tip of his nose. "Now, watch the bitch at work, sweetheart," | whisper. 

‘Its not going to work, baby. I've tried” 

"Trust me. I've spent fifteen years getting around Lars." | lift the phone. "Hi, Roger? This is Kirk" 
"Kirk, look, | already explained it to James, we can't put the tour off that long-" 


"I know, Roger. We've been a colossal pain in the ass this past year, haven't we." | don't wait for the answer, 


just plow on. "How about a nice compromise, though?" 

"What kind of compromise?" 

"How about if we p-play a couple c-club shows next weekend down here in New Orleans, just to get b-back 
into shape. Then, the w-week after that, we'll finish the t-two shows we had left, and what ever else you want 
to schedule us for." 

"Why do you want to do club shows?" 


"How much do you know ab-bout what's wrong with m-me?" 


He hesitates. "Just the basics. | just got put on this account as of this week. Your last guy got fed up with 
you and transferred into the rap division. Said that they couldn't be any more trouble than Met." 


| can't help the smirk that touches my lips. Yay, we're number one. "L-let me sss-see if | can explain it t-t-to 
you," | say, making sure the stutter is a little more pronounced. "I d-drowned. No oxygen to my b-brain for 


several minutes. Maybe as much as t-t-ten" 


"But you're all right now." 


"We th-think so. I'd hate t-to find out for ssssure on st-stage, though." 
James makes a little snort burying his face into the pillow, shoulders shaking. 
"N-not to mention Jason," | murmur. 


"Jason?" Roger's sounding distinctly nervous. "What's wrong with him?" 


"Well, | d-did shoot him," | say blandly. "In the shoulder. We d-don't know how that's going to h-hold up under 


c-concert c-conditions." 
"Two club shows in a week, got it," Roger agrees. "In New Orleans." 
"C-club Met members only." 


"Got it! 


"Thank you, Roger. You've been a great help," | smile. "We'll call you with the details as soon as we hammer 


them out." | hang up, and poke the lump under the covers. 
A blonde head emerges, summer sky eyes twinkling with mirth. "| had no idea you could be so dangerous.” 


"Its all in how you handle them. They only respect the bottom line." | shrug, and turn. "l'm going to go get 
dressed, then we can grab lunch at O'Flaherty's. Think they'll let a heavy metal band use their concert room?" 


‘I'm wondering that myself," James returns. "Course, as Lars puts it, money talks-" 

"And bullshit walks," | finish. "Ill give the little dictator a call while you shower." 

By the time he walked out, looking edible in his snug jeans, it was all set. Lars and Jason would be coming in 
Tomorrow morning. Our equipment would be here before they are. In the meantime, James and | were to find 
decent practice space and somewhere to hold the concerts. 


So much for the Haunted New Orleans tour. 


The people at O'Flaherty's don't want us in their main hall, but they've got a great old warehouse hall near the 


river that we're welcome to use for practice and the concert. 


The owner drives us down there, and it's perfect. Itll fit about three hundred people, it's got acoustics to kill 
for. All in all, a perfect set up. 


James is on the phone, giving Lars the details as he's signing the contract. By midnight, the notice'll be on the 


Club Met site, and we'll be on our way. 


We finish up in plenty of time to do some sightseeing. We're walking along the banks of the Mississippi, enjoying 
the brisk air as we head for the French Market. 


"Kirk?" 

| turn around, smiling at Christopher and Steven, the Gay Pride Parade organizers. "Hey, how're you doing?" 
"We're wonderful, how are you?" Christopher's eyes slide over me, noting the limp with a shrewd glance. 
"Doing a lot better. James, this is Christopher and Steven" 

"We're the ones who did the Pride parade," Steven explains sweetly. 

James looks less than comfortable around them, but he smiles and makes nice. 

"So what have you been up to?" | ask. 

"We got married!" Steven chirps. 

"Married?" James echoes. 


"Well, handfasted, really," Christopher amended. "We'd already drawn up contracts for a partnership, all legal 
and binding. All it really was was the spiritual part” 


‘Its not hard to find a High Priestess or High Priest to do it around here," Steven added. "That was last week, 
right after Mardi Gras." 


| congratulate them, as the four of us walk down the ramp that leads to Cafe DuMonde, and the sweet scent 
of fried dough. Eventually, we head across the street for the Haunted New Orleans tour. 


Its right up my alley, stories of pirates and vicious slave owners. By the end of the tour, my leg is killing me, 


and James is looking just a tad nervous. Spooked much? 


He rubs the aching muscles of my leg for me before curling up next to me, whispering how much he loves 


me. l'm almost too close to being asleep to murmur the words back to him. 


| wake to the sound of the door opening. | can feel James pressed against my back, so it's not him. | tense 
silently, my hand slipping towards the nightstand, towards the phore. 


"How the fuck should !-Whoops, wrong bedroom," Jason mutters quickly. "Sorry about that, Kirk” 


| roll my eyes, slumping back to the pillow. "Putz" 
James snores helpfully against my shoulder. 


"Putz," | mutter again, sliding out of the bed to head into the bathroom. I'm bent over the sink, spitting out a 
mouthful of toothpaste when James ambles into the room. "Morning, baby." 


"Sure, now l'm baby. Five minutes ago, | was putz." 
| grin darkly. "Well, five minutes ago, you were drooling on the hairplugs, sweetheart." 


He laughs softly, pulling me into a tight hug, his lips brushing mine lightly. | pull back, pressing the tube of 
toothpaste into his hand with a chuckle. "Damn, baby." 


"Bitch," he rumbles, but he does brush his teeth as | start the shower running. "Need someone to wash your 


back?" 
| grin. "Always." 


Forty five minutes later, we wander out, just in time to walk in on Lars and Jason, groping in the kitchen. Okay, 


groping might be a little too strong, but what would you call it when one guy is molded against another? 
Jason calls it "Teaching Lars how to flip pancakes without a spatula” 


James calls it making a fucking mess. | shake my head, mumbling about food poisoning, and grab some oatmeal. 
Grinning, James offers to teach me how to stir it. 


That's around the time Lars "flips" another pancake, the still slightly goopy mess hitting James squarely on the 
head. 


Oh, goody. Met food fight. Oatmeal makes a satisfying slop when you launch a spoonful at someone. Lars makes 


an even more satisfying sound when it impacts, though. It's somewhere between a yelp and a curse. 


| manage to get a couple more shots off before | catch a face full of pancake batter courtesy of Jason 


Mmmm..blueberry. He gets an oatmeal facial soon after. 


When | lift my head, | find that Lars apparently decided to give James's pancake some syrup. It's dripping off 
his head down onto his bare chest. 


James and maple syrup is a lethal combination 


After another shower, we head out to the warehouse, settling in to practice. | don't mention the five pound 


ankle weight | strapped on this morning. l'm going to strengthen this damn thing if it kills me. 


Lars immediately falls in love with the warehouse, wondering aloud if it would be hard to duplicate in San 


Francisco. We're set up in a back room for practice, while the crew works on a stage set up for the shows. 
Fortunately, | think we still have the set from the Garage, Inc. shows. 

When we wander to the room, we get another little shock. There's a camera there. Two of them, manned by 
our usual camera guys. Lars shrugs apologetically. "Sorry about this, it was another of Roger's ideas. He thinks 
we should do another video, of the last few dates, and the work on the next album" 


"Not a-fucking-gain," James groans. 


"I know," Lars agrees. "It sucks massively, but what can you do? If nothing else, maybe we'll get some footage 


for the next FanCam." 

"True," James murmurs. 

| shrug. "We could always call it ‘Through Hell and High Water, "I quip. 

James just stares at me for a moment before shaking his head. "Quirk, some days." 

| grin, heading right for my guitar case, running my fingers lightly over the mummy guitar before scooping it 
up, testing the tuning job. Once satisfied, | run through a couple riffs, warming my fingers up. | hear James 


doing the same, softly singing scales to himself. 


The bass comes to life, the low hard notes splitting the air as Jason warms up. In the corner, Lars is 


stretching out, getting ready to play. 


It's one of the harsh realities of life. I'm going to be forty this year, the rest of them are only a year or two 


behind. We've had to start warming up carefully or none of us will survive the concerts. 
Finally, Lars slides in behind the drums and James stops singing scales. "What are we starting with?" 


| shrug, playing the opening notes to Unforgiven. The others fall in easily, following along without a hitch. The 


solo gives me a chance to work the kinks out of my fingers. 

To put it kindly, we sound like shit. There's something missing. 

Two hours later, we're not any closer to where we want to be. Technically, we're fine. We're all playing our 
parts, pretty much as well as we ever have. There's something that's just not quite right. | can't put my 


finger on it, can't name it, but its missing. 


Finally, Lars tosses his sticks down with a muttered curse in some harsh language. I'm not sure what he said, 


but I'm pretty sure that | agree. 

Jason unplugs his bass with a sigh. "We'll work on it," he says quietly. "We've got a week" 
"Work on what?" James growls. "We're all playing fine, but we still suck. How do you fix that?" 
"| don't know!" Jason's voice goes up a decibel or two. 


Lars takes a step between them. "Get a grip, fuckers. It's been a long few months. We're going to be rusty. 
We'll just deal with it" 


Trust. The word comes to me like a bolt of lightning. We'd broken our faith in each other. I'd broken their trust 
in me, and the rest had followed, just as they did in the song. Can shattered trust be repaired? 


"Kirk?" James’ voice has an edge to it, an edge he's trying to soften "We're going to sightsee, then grab lunch. 


You coming?" 

| shake my head. "I'll pass on the sightseeing, if it's okay. | want to practice a little more." 
James nods slightly. "Don't overdo it, baby. It'll come in time." 

| lean up, kissing his lips gently. "I won't," | lie. 


He knows the lie, recognizes it. "I mean it, Kirk. We'll meet you at the St. Peter's Street entrance to Patty O's 


at noon" 


"Got it" | nod, and they head out. As soon as I'm sure they're out of hearing range, | start playing again. 
Something a little harder edged, a little nastier. 


Something that has a great meaning to me now. The camera is still rolling, focusing as | settle in, the strains 


of "One" ripping through the room. 


When | look up again, it's eleven thirty. Shit. Better get moving. | look down at the guitar, noting absently that 


there's a new red stain on the strings. 


Fuck. Split my palm again. James is going to fucking kill me. With all the scar tissue there, it doesn't even really 


hurt any more. 


| slap some Nu-Skin on it, hoping James won't notice. A guy can dream. When | walk up, they're clustered near 


the door, laughing with each other. It quiets as soon as they see me. Okay, pretending like that didn't hurt. 


"What'd you do this morning?" | ask. "Anything good?" 


"Not much. Wandered around the shops, took the tour through the Cabilido. They have Napoleon's death mask!" 


Jason said enthusiastically. 
"Eew," | reply helpfully. "That's just creepy." 


| follow them in, taking seats in the courtyard. "Roger called us back," Lars announces sourly. "They want us to 


do a couple promotional appearances” 
'Like what?" 

Lars shrugs, but there's a smile on his face. "There's a charity golf tournament on Wednesday night" 
"Golf? Lars, | dont" 

"Mini Golf" he ammends. "IFs for the Children's Hospital They're building a new wing. 

"Mini Golf?" | can't help the snicker that slides out of my mouth. "They want Metallica to play Mini golf?" 


“There's nothing wrong with mini golf," Jason manages to hold the deadpan expression for a heartbeat before 


he starts laughing. 


tll be worth it just to watch the Mighty Het have to putt through a pastel windmill," | laugh, earning a glare 


from James. 

Lars is laughing, shaking his head. "Oh, its even better than that. It's at the City Park course. In Storyland. The 
Mighty Het gets to pose for pictures next to a giant Mother Goose, and then try to putt up the Swan Prince's 
feathery ass," he finishes before laying his head on the table, shoulders shaking. 

James glares, but his eyes are dancing. "You shit, you didn't tell me that!" 


Our waiter has to think we're insane. Four grown men laughing, the only intelligible words the occasional 


fai rytale name. 


We finally settle down when our appetizer comes. Jason helpfully picks the bacon bits off my potato skins as | 


roll my eyes. 
"So what are we doing after lunch?" Jason asks. 
"The Museum of Art has a Degas exhibit I'd love to see,” | venture. 


James and Jason make faces. "You two could always do something else," Lars suggests. "There's a bike trail at 


Audoboun Park, or a basketball court." 


| could go for a game of Horse," Jason agrees. 
James nods. "I can do that. We can meet up for dinner, go somewhere good." 


At our waiter's suggestion, we decide to meet up in front of the Aquarium of the Americas and do a dinner 


cruise. Lars makes the reservations, checking without being reminded about a vegetarian meal. 


Then, it's off for a day of art. Well, art and shopping. It's always amazed me. If | put on a baseball cap, and my 


glasses, no one recognizes me, even if they're looking. 


Lars looks about twelve when he pulls on a hat and baggy, fashionable clothes. "| hate these fucking pants," he 


grumbles, tugging at the wide-legged jeans. "| could house a goddamn homeless family under them." 


| snort softly, heading into the museum and buying admission tickets. "I've got it, Lars." He nods a thanks, and 


we go in. Its not until we're within the hushed walls that | glance down and start chuckling. 
"Kirk, keep it fucking down," Lars snarls. "We're in a fucking museum!" 

| hand him his ticket, still laughing. "Look." 

He looks down and snarls louder. "Admit one CHILD?!?" 

"Sssh. We're in a fucking museum," | mimic, still giggling. "Keep it fucking down" 


The Degas exhibit is as breathtaking as I'd expected. Lars bops through, looking for the Danish painters and 
mumbling something that I'm pretty sure translates to "Yay, us" every time he finds one. 


Fucking spastic dictator. Afterwards, we start shopping. | missed Christmas, so we're going to try to do it 
before the tour starts again. That means buying presents. 


Really, we don't go all out on gifts. Its kind of hard to find something for each other these days. | mean, if we 


want something, we buy it. Usually, we get little trinkets or gadgets that would look ridiculous to an outsider. 


To us and to our fans, it makes perfect sense why last year we got James a set of those little finger 


skateboards, and a ramp. To anyone else, it would seem asinine. 

This year, I'd like to get everyone a little something special, though. 

Amazingly, | find something for Jason first. He's an animal lover, has a few cats running around his house that 
his brother takes care of while we're away. He spoils them rotten In one of the stores, they have an antique 


"cat house.” 


Its made to look like an old fashioned New Orleans brothel, right down to the carefully built balcony. Jason has 


a twisted sense of humor like the rest of us. He'll get a kick out of it. | call the hotel, make plans to have all of 


the presents | buy stored in a room near ours. 


Its one of the good things about luxury hotels. They don't ask questions, they just accommodate. Hell, they 


even offer to wrap the damn things! 
Next up is Lars. | find the perfect thing for him at one of the costume stores. | have to drag him in, on the 
pretense of looking at some weird-ass Mardi Gras costume, but the woman promises me that I'll have a pair 


of lace up butter-soft leather pants for him. Add to that the really cool looking earrings | found, and he's set. 


Last, and hardest, is James. | look for a long time, trying to find the perfect gift. Finally, | see it. In the case, 
nestled in midnight velvet, is the perfect ring. 


The simple brushed gold band dips into a slight "V" at the stone, a strange black faceted stone. It's beautiful, in 


an unconventional way. 
Perfect for the most unconventional man | know. "I'd like to see that one, please?" | murmur. 
The man behind the counter eyes me with disdain as he pulls it out. 


| pull it from the box, sliding it on my finger. It's a couple of sizes too big, so it should fit James perfectly. "I'l 
take it." 


"You'll take the black diamond?" he sneers. 

| nod, ignoring the attitude as | hand him my gold card. "Yes. I'll take it" 

"Don't you want to know the price?" 

"Doesn't matter." | glance up. “But if it'll make you feel better, you can tell me." 

He quotes an astronomical price. 

| don't blink. "That's fine. Can you wrap it and deliver it to the Monteleone?" 

After that, things go much smoother. He practically wags his tail and whimpers at me. Fucking elitist prick. 
Lars is thrilled when | tell him about the hotel's helpfulness. He immediately calls the places he'd shopped at, 
and asks them to deliver it before calling the hotel back. He wanders to a quieter area, giving directions in that 


rapid fire voice. 


| ignore it, thinking about how James'll react when | give him that ring. | hope he likes it. 


Lars returns, and we head back to the hotel to change. The sound of voices tells us that we won't have to 


meet up at the aquarium after all 
James smiles at me gently as | walk in, judiciously applying his deodorant. God, he's beautiful 

| lean up, pressing a light kiss at his throat. "How was b-basketball?" 

He shrugs. ‘Not bad. We ended up at two games a piece. How was the De-whatshisname exhibit?" 


"Beautiful." | narrow my eyes slightly as he walks over to the dresser, sitting his deodorant down, Not limp one 


in sight. "Okay, ‘fess up, James. What did the two of you do?" 

"What do you mean?" 

‘| have yet to see you come away from a basketball game with Jason without some injury." | raise an eyebrow. 
He smirks. "I'll probably have a bruise or two on my ribs tomorrow." 

I'd like to change my pants, but if James sees the weight | have on my ankle, he's going to kill me. Between 
that, and keeping my hand out of sight, I'm a mess. Fortunately, he wanders out to ask Lars something, and | 
yank the weight off, shoving it under the bed. 

He comes back a moment later, eyes dark with anger. "I thought | told you to take it easy on the practicing." 
"| didl" 

"Really? Why did John just call Lars to ask how your hand is?" he growls. "Let me see it” 

| offer him my left hand. 

"The other one." 

With a sigh, | hold out my right. He turns it over, growling at the line of split skin. "Kirk." 

‘It's fine, James. I've just been practicing a lot lately. It wouldn't have t-taken much to split it" 

He continues to hold it, his other hand lightly stroking the inside of my forearm. Fuck, that's nice. 

A moment later, it's replaced with his lips, brushing along my wrist, nibbling lightly. 


"James," | whisper, voice breathy. 


"Yes?" He moves higher, lapping at the crease of my elbow. 


"More," | manage. 
"More?" He nuzzles at my bicep, teeth grazing over my shoulder as he moves inward. 
| can't hold back the whimper as he bites my collarbone. Fuck, that feels good. 


Then, his lips are at my throat, nuzzling and biting the pulse, moving over to pull my earlobe between his 
teeth, nipping just hard enough to hurt. 


| moan, shuddering against him as my hand slides up his thigh, stroking him intimately through the denim. God, 
| love feeling his heat through the fabric, that solid weight of him. 


"Kirk, James, come on! We've gotta get going!" Lars yells. 

I'm really starting to fucking hate him," James mumbles. 

| smirk despite my agreement. "Shall | go get the ice t-tray?" 
"Get dressed, prick," he mutters, blushing. 


Hey, that reminds me. | still have a couple pictures on that camera. | reach over, digging it out of my bag and 


turning it on James. "Smile, baby,’ 


He growls, glaring at me as the flash goes off. Damn, that's going to look good. A half naked, snarling Mighty 
Hetfield Is there anything sexier? 


Well, a completely naked, moaning one, but that's one picture l'm not willing to stick in the Fan Can. Not to 
mention that James would kill me if | did. 


Tucking the camera in my pocket, | pull on a midnight blue henley shirt, pairing it with a black jacket. Looks 
pretty fucking awesome, if | do say so myself. 


And, | usually do. 


A touch of eyeliner later and l'm ready. The naked appreciation in James' eyes rewards my vanity nicely. He's 


not looking too bad himself. 


All black. Black leather pants, black boots, black sweater, black jacket. | love it. Damn, the man is built. The way 
that sweater clings to him.. 


Most men look like pussies in sweaters. There's just no way around it. They either look like flaming drag queens, 


or they look like stuffy old professors. 


Somehow, James manages to look just as manly and virile as he ever does. I'm still figuring out that one. 
Jason glances up, smiling as | walk out. There's something odd in it, but before | can focus on it, Lars comes 
out. He's obviously making sure no one can mistake him for a child again, dressed in a ricely tailored outfit, the 


dark wine color making his eyes look even more green 


Its funny, Lars and | make the stereotypes of the gays who can dress sharply look good, but James and 
Jason..damn. We should take their gay cards away, just for some of the outfits they've put on. 


Jason is king of the mismatched slouch clothes. How can a guy not know that a pair of blue sweat pants should 


not be paired with an orange shirt? ORANGE, for Christ's sakel 

"Are we ready?" Lars asks. | nod, shaking my head when Jason offers me my cane. 

"im fine, but thanks." Stubborn, me? 

On our way out, | pause at the desk, ostensibly to ask for more towels. Instead, | slip the woman there a fifty 
and the camera, and ask her to get the pictures done at | Hour photo processing and have them put on a disc 
or CD for me. 

| love this place. She just smiles and nods. 


Then, it's off to the Aquarium to pick up the riverboat. 


There's a handful of other gay couples sprinkled into the group, which I'm profoundly glad for. Finally, its time 
to board the big boat. 


| don't know how Lars does it. He's gotten us a table on the top deck in a little alcove where we can see the 


entire river. When we pull away from the dock, we'll have a great view of the lights on the shore. 


Our appetizer consists of little spinach filled pastries, some sort of vaguely sweet little tarts, and shrimp and 
crawfish cocktail wraps for the others. 


Dinner is a nice, spicy ettouffe. It's a pasta dish with a dark sauce, though not a tomato sauce. Mine has a 


fried tomato and pepper concotion on top, theirs has shrimp. 


Looking at the sauce, | suddenly wonder why | bother eating vegetarian. The stuff on my plate is just as 
unhealthy as theirs. With a mental shrug, | dig in. 


I's delicious. It's also the reason that | can't live down here. I'd weigh a ton. There's only so much food that 


you can burn off. 


Afterwards, | sip a cup of hot tea, watching the slow slide of lights over the river. It's beautiful out here, 
peaceful. The moon blankets us in soft white light, only broken by the cheerful multicolored lanterns strung 


around the deck. 


Eventually, a band takes the stage, the music low and sweet. James wanders off to find a bathroom, and Lars 


drags Jason onto the dance floor. 


It's actually funny as all hell to watch them struggling with who's going to lead. After about the fifth time 


that Jason steps on his feet, Lars surrenders, letting himself be led. 
Watching them, a low ache starts in my stomach, remembering. 


| jump a little at the touch to my shoulder. James smiles gently, stroking my hair in apology. "Dance with me, 


Kirk" 

"James, | can't, my leg-" 

He shakes his head. "We'll work around it" 

| know when I'm beaten. | stand, taking his hand, and he leads me out as the song ends. "Ready?" 

"Not really, but why not?" 

James hooks his arm firmly around my waist, pulling me close as a familiar melody wafts through the air. 
*I've been meaning to tell you, I've got this feeling that won't subside.* 


James arm is strong, holding me steady as we begin to move. It's not exactly graceful, but | don't actually 


care. His body is pressed to mine, moving in a steady rhythm. 

*| look at you and | fantasize, you're mine tonight.* 

Once we settle into a rhythm, it's easy. My leg aches like it's on fire, but | wouldn't give this up for the world. 
Ill sleep in the Jacuzzi tub tonight, if | have to. Then again, considering James’ back, and the way he's 
supporting me, | may have company. 


Right now, the only thing that matters is the slow, rhythmic brush of his body against mine. 


| look up, meeting his eyes with a delighted smile. He grins gently at me, his arm tightening enough to guide me 
through a simple spin. 


| laugh, tilting my head back. It feels like I'm flying, disconnected from the constraints of my body. James 


smiles down at me, eyes bright with his own laughter. 


The song switches, taking on a low, Latin beat. Out of the corner of my eye, | see Lars doing a slow grind on 


Jason's thigh. I'm not quite sure its dancing, but it looks like fun. 

James’ fingers stroke my cheek lightly. "Want to show them how it's done, baby?" 
"Think your back can handle it?" | grin 

"Try me" 


| nod, flexing my knee lightly. This should be fun. I'm gonna hurt tomorrow. | take a little step forward, letting 


James support me, trusting that arm at my back to cover any slips | make. 


It works, moving us in a rhythmic, grinding dance, our bodies moving against each other with barely restrained 
lust. 


Lars glances over and his jaw nearly hits the ground. | hear him mutter something about fucking in public, but 
| ignore him, focusing on James, the tilt of his hips against me, the feel of his hard thigh slipping between my 
legs and withdrawing. 

His arm stays steady around me, but the other roams, sliding over my back, cupping my ass gently. Fuuuuuck. 
| don't know how long we dance, just that when it's done, I'm rather glad that I've got a jacket on to cover the 
bulge in the pants. If I'd known we were gonna be doing this, I'd have worn something tight, that would conceal 


a little more. 


James grins down at me, his own breathing a little rough. I'm glad lm not the only one affected. He presses a 


light kiss to my cheek, and glances at Lars. "Now that's how you mambo." 

Lars rolls his eyes. 

| stiffen in James' arms as a spasm locks my knee in agony. 

"Kirk?" James’ voice is tight, a second from panic. 

"Muscle spasm," | manage. "Just help me sit, I'll be fine." 

Lars, the little fuck, eyes me darkly. "You've been pushing it too hard again, haven't you." 


Its not a question, but | answer anyway. "No, of course not. I've been good." 


James shakes his head. "Kirk Hammett, good. Nope, the words don't go together." 


He bends, his hand slipping under my legs, lifting me easily. "James! Your back-" 
"Don't worry about it, Quirk. 've had a lot less trouble with it since | dropped the beer gut” 


He sits me on a bench carefully, kneeling in front of me. "Now, hold still" | try, but the feeling of his hands 
kneading the muscles has me squirming. Fuck, that feels good. 


Lars and Jase stick close by, just talking. Now that l'm looking for it, | can feel the tension between us. It's not 


obvious, but its there. | wish | knew how to repair it. 


It's weird, the currents floating between us. Lars seems to be strained with James, Jason and | are strained, 


too. | don't understand that. Shouldn't they all be pissed at me? 
| mean, I'm the cause of all of this. 


When we dock, James damn near carries me to the cab, despite my protests. Lars and Jason don't help, 


opening the cab doors for him. 


There's just something damnably cute about being tucked into bed by the Mighty Hetfield. Now, if morning and 


another round of practice hell just didn't have to come.. 
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| wake to the puff of warm breath on my shoulder. James is curled against my side, one leg flung over mine, 


his hand resting on my stomach. 
This is perfect. l'm safe, I'm warm, l'm in New Orleans. What could be better? 


| stretch, feeling the lingering tightness of the muscle. Fuck. | gently detach from James, slipping out of the 
bed, onto the floor. 


The carpet is soft under my hands and knees as | get settled. The physical therapist said that this would help 


to stretch the muscle out. It does help, but | hate looking like some aerobics instructor while I'm doing it. 


After a suitable warm up, | reach under the bed, pull out the ankle weight. Twenty reps later, I'm sweaty and 
aching. | take a deep breath, forcing my way through another five. 


"Enough," James rumbles. 
"Just five more," | murmur. 
“Kirk..enough." 


| know better than to push it when he gets that tone. It's not the growl, it's this low, deadly serious voice. | 
don't hear it often. 


| reach down, tugging the velcro strap loose and feel the weight hit the ground. Then, James’ arms are sliding 


around me, lifting me back onto the bed. 
"Thank you," he whispers, lips brushing my ear gently. | shiver, leaning back into him. "Kirk?" 


"Hmmm?" His fingers are stroking up and down my side, just the lightest rasp of calluses over my skin. It 


makes it hard to concentrate. 
The bedside alarm begins to play loudly as he opens his mouth to answer. 


*| sat alone in the dark one night, tuning in by remote. | found a preacher who spoke of the light, but there 


was brimstone in his throat. He'd show me the way according to him in return for my personal check * 


James glances at the time and curses. "Shit. We've gotta get ready to go practice." 


| nod reluctantly, admiring his body as he slips out of bed. Before he can walk to the bathroom, | stretch out 


my arms, wrapping them tightly around his waist, pulling him back against me. 
| rest my cheek against the small of his back, feeling the swell of his ass against my chin. 


*| take my chances, yes forgiveness doesn't come with a debt. | take my chance. | take my chances every 


chance | get.* 


| can feel the ridges of scar tissue under my skin, from where the flames licked up his side. | thought we'd 


lost him that night. 
The memory makes my arms tighten around him until he squirms. "Ribs, Kirk" 
"What about them?" | tease, loosening my grip just a litle. 


"I'd like them all in one piece, and attached" James chuckles as | relax my hold, scooting in to let the tip of my 


tongue tease along his spine. 


*l've crossed lines of words and wire and both have cut me deep. I've been frozen out and I've been on fire, 


and the tears are mine to weep. But | can cry until | laugh, or laugh until | cry. 


| nip at the curve of his hip, sucking hard enough to mark the pale skin. He shivers, one hand sliding back to 


tangle in my hair. "Kirk. practice?" 
| glance back at the clock. "If we shower together, we'll save time," | offer, a low purr in my voice. 


"Good point.” He turns in my arms, so my cheek is now pressed to his stomach, just above his hardening shaft. 


He starts to bend, to kiss me, but I'm feeling a little butch today. My turn to play. 


| shake my head, leaning back, and James raises an eyebrow. "Is that your way of saying that | have morning 


breath? Cause | hate to tell you, yours aint any better, babe." 


"Nope. Its my way of telling you that you're getting fucked today," | smirk, locking my arms around his waist 
and tugging him onto the bed “Unless you have any objections, that is." 


James shrugs, an odd look on his face. "Thanks to that wonderful tape, the world already knows that | bottom, 
why should | mind?" 


My eyes narrow. "That bothers you?" 


'If | say yes, am | forever branded as shallow and egocentric?" James asks. 
‘Probably, but that's never stopped you before," | mutter. 


He sighs a little. "I didn't really think about it until Bob's funeral. Then, | kept hearing whispers, people talking 
about us. About that. It was like being back in school again 


"So, basically, you're telling me that what pissed you off most was not that we were taped, but that you were 
taped bottoming?" | snarl. 


"No, of course-" He breaks off as | squirm off the bed, limping towards the bathroom. "Kirk, | didn't mean it 
like that, you know |-" 


Whatever else he has to say is lost over the sound of the bathroom door slamming. | lock it behind me, 
cursing silently. Goddamnit! Just when | think everything's working out.. 


| shower quickly, ignoring the increasingly loud knocks on the door. Then, I'm done, towel drying my hair and 
pulling it into a ponytail. James starts talking, apologizing, as soon as | open the door. 


"James. Go shower. We don't have time for this right now." 

"We'll fucking make time. Kirk, | didn't-" 

"James. Shower. Now. Talk. Later." | bite the syllables off, fighting the urge to growl. 

"Fine. I'll shower. When | come out, we ARE talking about this, though." 

"Whatever." As soon as he closes the door, I'm yanking on my clothes. Fuck this. I'm not talking about it right 
now. Yeah, | know. Childish as hell. So, as long as I'm being a child, I'll add one other thing. | don't wanna and he 


can't make me. 


| limp out, managing a normal good morning to the dictator, who's reading the morning paper and sucking down 


coffee like a Hoover. 
"Tell James that I'll meet him at the studio, would ya?" | ask, tying my bootlaces. 
"Arguing again?" 


| hate him sometimes. He doesn't even look up from his paper. "A litte. We'll work it out. He's just so fucking 
pigheaded!" | pop my antidepressant, and hurry out the door. 


The concierge stops me, handing me an envelope. "Your pictures, sir." 


| thank her, heading out to hail a cab. The doorman takes care of that, whistling one down for me. God, it's 
early. The dew is still wet on the plants that line the entrance. | feel a little guilty about running out, but I'm 


just not up for early morning soul searching. 


The warehouse is a hive of activity. "Do you know what a mess this place is?" | hear a familiar accented voice 


ask me. 
| turn, smiling at Mick. "Pretty much. But the acoustics kick ass.” 


"Oh yes. They're wonderful," he agrees dryly. "If we're not careful, you'll all blow someone's eardrums out. My 


luck, it'll be mine." 

| grin. "We have faith in you, Mick" 

He wanders off, muttering about rock stars. | laugh, looking at the stage being assembled. It's a miniature 
version of our normal stage, complete with a couple raised areas, ramps, the whole deal. It might be just small 


enough that | can still move around a bit. 


| wander towards our practice room, hearing the low sounds of the bass. Jason apparently beat me here. | 


open the door, wandering in. "Morning, Jase." Fortunately, the camera crew hasn't arrived yet. 
He glances up. "Morning. What's in the envelope?" 


| grin, slouching into a chair next to him. "Remember that disposable camera?" | open the envelope, pulling out 


the pictures. Right on top, there's Jason in the tour guide's outfit, posing like a complete idiot. 
Jason groans, covering his face. "Oh, God, I'd hoped it was destroyed!" 


"No such luck. And now, they're going up on the Club Met page," | tease, flipping to the next shot. Oh, god. Lars 


should NOT wear neon orange. 
Jason snorts softly. "That's our Christmas card picture for next year. | want copies." 


| flip to the next one and we both lose it, shrieking with laughter. It's James, complete with Mickey Mouse 
ears, looking disgusted. 


"Oh. My. God. | want a copy of that, too," Jason laughs. 
"Oh, you bet. In the meantime, though..." | poke my head out, and call over one of the set guys. 


After we finish flipping through the pictures, Jason seems to pull back, distancing himself from me. It's like he 
just remembered that he's supposed to be pissed. 


"Jase, talk to me, please?" 

"About what?" He plucks at a few random strings. 

"What's been bothering you?" 

"Nothing's bothering me." He gives me a dark look, warning me against pushing. 
‘Jason.l've known you for how long now? Come on" 


"What could be wrong, Kirk? In the last nine months, you've been raped, I've been shot, | committed murder, 


and | fell in love. What could possibly be wrong?" 
"Im sorry, Jase. As long as you brought it up, can | ask you why you did kill Bob?" 
He sighs softly. "I dont know" 

"What?" 


| don't remember what happened. We argued, | went Hetfield on him, smacked him around a little..and then, it's 


a blank. | don't remember anything until | was back at the hotel, and you were coming to." 
He's lying. "Then how do you know that you killed him?" 


"Come on, Kirk. Its only in the badly written movies that it's a shadowy "other figure" who does the deed. 
Besides, | had blood on my jeans, and on my shirt." Jason sighed. "| remember being pissed enough to kill” 


Why is he fidgeting? He's nervous. | don't get it. | just lay my hand on his shoulder wishing | had a clue what 


was going on in his brain 


"Bob had a videotape of you and Lars," Jason whispered. "He kept taunting me, telling me that he was going to 


be rich from it.” 


"A videotape?" Oh, l'm gonna kill Lars. He swore that he'd erased them all. The only question is.which tape was 


it? 
"I didn't know you or Lars were into that kind of thing, SM and stuff 
Oh. THAT tape. 


Jason must notice me going pale, because he pats my hand. "It's destroyed. That much | do know. And it was 


the only copy. Bob was too scared to lie.” 


"Jase-" 
He holds up a hand, stopping me. "I know. I'll be fine, Kirk. I'm just.adjusting.” 


"l'm sorrier than you'll ever know, Jason" And | am. It makes something in my stomach twist to see the 


darkness in his eyes. Two years of hazing didn't put it there, but this did. 

He forces a smile. "I'll be fine if we can just have a few quiet months." 

"Quiet, us?" 

"Good point” He shakes his head. "Do me a favor? Play the melody for "I Disappear?" 

| limp over to my seat, settling in and turning on my amp. A few minutes later, we're jamming. 
Not long after, the stagehand returns with a large folder and a smile. 


By the time James and Lars come in, there's a black and white poster sized copy of the picture on the door, 


with "Have you seen this man? If so, call -800-IMA-DORK” 


Lars stares for a moment, then begins laughing. James smirks for half a second, then his eyes light on me. 


The smile fades as though it hadn't been there, and he stalks towards me. 
Shit. "Hi, James." 


He turns the Glare, capital G, on me full force. "Do you want to have this discussion here, or shall we take it 
outside?" 


"Outside," | manage. Oh, damn. He's really pissed. | get to my feet, following him out back into the alleyway. 
He points towards the back of the truck. "Sit. Stay." 

"James, |-" 

Without a word, he lifts me onto the truck. "Sit," he growls. 

"Fine. I'm sitting." 

"Will you listen to me now?" 

"Do | have a choice?" | counter. 


“Sure. You can listen, or | can flip you over my knee and whack your ass until you're ready to listen" 


"When you put it like that.Fine. What did you want to say, James?" | see his eyes widen at my tone. Yes, | can 


growl too. 


He stares at me for a moment, blowing his breath out and raking his fingers through his hair. "You are such a 


stubborn fuck" 

"Oh, look who's f-fucking talking. Pot, k-kettle, b-black™ 

He glares at me. "I said listen Not run your mouth, Quirk’ 

Another look into those summer sky eyes and | shut my mouth abruptly. 


"Dammit, | know | still have issues, Kirk We both do. I'm trying. Did it bother me, hearing Motley-fucking-Crue 
snickering behind my back? Fuck yes, it did" 


He starts to pace, stalking back and forth. "I know how idiotic and vain that is. | know that | shouldn't buy into 


my own press. And! damn sure know better than to bring that into our bed. And I'm sorry." 


How can | stay mad with him? Especially with all the baggage I've been bringing into bed, it would just be 
hypocritical. 


James sighs. "Just for the record, | love you, and l'm not ashamed of having you inside me." 


| slide off the truck, stumbling a little on the landing, wrapping my arms around him to keep upright. "And for 


the record, lim sorry that lm a stubborn prick," | murmur, leaning up to kiss him. "Next time, lll try fo listen" 
He shakes his head with a snort. "Not likely. That's just you, Hamlet! 

"flattery will get you anywhere," | tease, reaching up to hug him. 

"Thank you," he whispers. 

"For what?" 

"For not flinching back from me like Im an axe murderer when | yelled” 

| blink Hey, | hadn't noticed that. | wasn't afraid of him. As a matter of fact, ld yelled back. Fucking Al 

James chuckles. "I guess my days of peace and quiet are over, huh?" 


| smirk, nodding. "Looks that way." | loop my arm around him, heading back towards the warehouse. "Oh, there's 
something going on with Jason. Something's bothering him." 


"And I'm supposed to do what with that?" 
"| don't know. Take him mountain biking and do the male bonding thing. Weasel it out of him," | shrug. 


"Uh-huh. Fine, I'll do that if you'll go.do whatever it is that Lars likes to do and find out what bug he has up 


his ass about me." 
"What do you mean?" 


"From when | walked out this morning, to when we got here, do you know how many sentences he said to me?" 


He pauses, doing a quick mental tally. "Five. That's not including the grunt | got when | said good morning.’ 
| can't help the smile, despite my concern. If the Terror Twins start having problems, we're fucked. Jason and | 
can have problems, and Met will still function If James and Lars start, itll throw the entire band off. "I'll see 


what | can do." 


| smile at the brush of lips on my cheek. "Thanks, baby." He sighs. "Okay, lets go see if we can suck a little less 
Today." 


Jason and Lars jump as we walk back in, looking up guiltly. 
"Done beating some sense into him?" Lars teases. 


There's a touch of steel under the laugh in his voice, something cold and hard towards James that I've never 


noticed before. Well, fuck. "Nah, I'd just enjoy that," | smirk. 
Lars turns to me, and the coldness disappears with an easy smile. More of what we're used to from him. 


"Hey, Uli, feel like going shopping with me later? There's a place just up the river that I'd love to check out, 
and you know these two won't go for it." | offer him a hopeful smile. 


"What kind of shopping?" 


| grin. God, | know how to work Lars. "There's a place up there that specializes in stage clothes. | want to see 


what they could do as far as some new pants that'll fit, but go over the brace." 
"We could do that," he nods. | smile, settling into my chair. Fuck, I'm good. 


Practice is slightly better today, we're clicking a little more, but its still not Metallica. l'm starting to worry. 


We've got a month of weekend concerts coming up, then we're back in the studio. 


If Lars and James can't work together, we're utterly, irrevocably fucked. So, basically, | have three days to 


work out what's wrong with Uli before we suck up the concert hall. Not a problem. 
Hey, he might be Starz Ulrich, but I'm Kirk Hammett, and I've been getting around him for nearly half my life. 


Towards the end of practice, James and Jason decide to rent bikes and take a run through the park. They both 
have to be feeling a little pent up by now. 


Uli and | grab a cab to the store, a trendy little boutique where they treat anyone who walks in their door like 
royalty. They cluck sympathetically as | explain what I'd like, and go to work 


In the meantime, Lars wanders around, looking at various outfits, flipping through their books and chattering 


incessantly to the one saleslady. Poor woman. 
Y Y 


Affer a few minutes, Lars wanders over. "Hey, did you see this?" He shoves a book in my face, pointing to a 
model clad in a dominatrix's dream outfit. Leather, leather and more leather. 


"Still looking for Jason's Christmas present?" | tease. 
"Actually, | was looking at some of these, and thinking that its been a while since we did a posed band shot" 


| look at the outfit again. "And who did you see wearing that?" Please don't let it be me, please don't let it be 


me. 
"James. What do you think?" 

| chuckle. "I think he'll look like the Village People's lost c-cousin" 

"Okay, you can wear it" 

"Dream on, Ulrich. I'll do the photo shoot, but not looking like something out of Honcho." 
He arches an eyebrow. "Been looking at gay porn, have we?" 

"Oh, fuck off," | giggle. "Why can't | look butch for once?" 


The eyebrow raises higher. "Kirk, we could put you in a construction workers outfit, and you'd still be too 


pretty to live.” 


"Fine. At least let me p-put James in painted on jeans and a t-shirt or something." 
His eyes darken at the mention of James' name, but he flips to another page. "How about buckskin?" 


He holds up a page showing a model in an incredibly tight pair of buckskin pants, laced up the sides and fly. It 


must be pretty supple, because | can already tell that the model's not circumsized. 

The thought of James in that outfit.! can feel the drool forming. "What about a shirt?" 

"Does he need one?" 

Good point. "Too b-bad, | kind of like the jacket.” 

"That's good. You're wearing it" 

"Uh..Uli, isn't that a little." | trail off, looking for a word. 

He grins. "Nope, it's a lot. And obvious is the word you're looking for." 

"Do you really think it's a good idea to shove it in the fans' faces? It could just blow up in ours." 
"Kirk, have you looked at any of the footage from the tour?" Lars sighs. 

"No, why?" 


He grins. "It's been obvious, babe. In most of your interviews, he's standing behind you like your own personal 


avenging angel." 
| smile slightly. "Okay, are you and Jason going to be wearing each other's clothes?" 
Lars' eyes darken. "We'll have to see." 


Shit. | glance at my saleswoman. "Is it okay if we run next door for coffee, then come back and finish the 


order?" 
She nods, offering us her office, and offering to send one of the other girls for our coffee. 


Works for me. In no time flat, we're ensconced on an overstuffed Victorian couch with tea for me, coffee for 


the dictator. 

‘Okay, what's going on, Uli?" | ask gently. 

"What do you mean?" 

"What don't | mean? You've been snapping at James, and Jason looks like someone's kicking his dog. What gives?" 


He looks at me, and for a moment, | see the exhaustion, the weariness. In anyone else, it would be painful. In 
Lars, it's damned frightening. 


Then, the mask snaps back into place and he shrugs. "Kirk, you don't need thi-" 
"Lars." It's the bonus to not normally growling. When you do, it gets attention 
"Kirk," he near-whines. 


| have been taking my drugs, | have not had a panic attack or depressive episode since | left the hospital. 


However, if you don't tell me what is wrong, you're going to get to see a temper tantrum up close." 


Lars just stares for a moment, as though gauging my sincerity. Then, he blows out a breath and drops his 


head. "I'm in love with a murderer." 
Oh, shit. 


"| didn't think that was why he wanted to go to Bob's. Hell, | wouldn't have thought that Jason was capable..and 


now, | just don't know. He's been acting so weird lately, been so submissive, | mean, he let me tie him up and-" 
"Too much information," | mutter quickly. 

"Oh. Sorry. Well, | mean, he's never been big on the kinky stuff, but he's been letting me do whatever | want 
lately. And, it just worries me. | want my sandwich-eating kangaroo on speed back. And what if he gets pissed, 


should | worry? You saw the reports on Bob." 


"Jason would never hurt one of us," | say firmly. "That much, I'm sure of. And come on, Uli, c-cut him a little 


slack He's had a rough few months. We all have. It's going to take time to get back to good" 
"| know | should, but it's hard." 


| shake my head. "God, | wish they would have given us a couple more weeks. Look, I'll t-talk to James, if he 
agrees, why don't we do the lion's share of the press shit, let you take it a little easier?" 


"That would be nice," he concedes. 

"And while I'm mentioning him, what's up between you and James?" 

Lars stiffens, leaning back. "Kirk, | don't think.| mean, that's your partner. | dont want to-" 

"Lars, relax. James is my partner, | love him, but he's not infallible. | know just how infuriating he can be." 
He shrugs. "I guess | just. don't know how you forgave him so easily.’ 


"Easily? Believe me, Uli, it wasn't easy." 


"But still." He takes a deep breath. "When you shot Jason, | was furious and scared, and | wanted your blood. 
Then, Jason was going to be okay, and | started thinking. When you called, | was still too upset. | didn't want to 
say something that | couldn't take back, because it had dawned on me how incredibly fucked up you had to be." 


"Don't try to sweet talk me, Lars," | murmur dryly. 


"And then, James took the phone, and blew it all to hell when you called back," he said. "I was furious. | tried to 


call you back, but your cell was off, and | didn't have Gio's number." 

| nod slightly, remembering the pain of that night. 

"| let James have it, but he promised me that he'd go to you as soon as Jason came to, let you know. By that 
time, Gio called" He lowers his head. "I said some horrible things to him. Told him that if anything happened to 
you, it was his fault.” 

"You were upset, Lars. James understood" 

He shakes his head. "Three hours later, he called me, sobbing incoherently that | was right, he'd as good as 
killed you himself. At that point, | told him that I'd be up in a few days, as soon as they released Jase. Course, 
then the fucker got a staph infection in the wound, and they ended up keeping him for two weeks." 

My stomach lurches a little. "No one told me that." 

"It wasn't a big deal, Kirk. He didn't get it from you, he got it in the hospital. But, they advised us against 
traveling, and | didn't want to leave him alone. Then, we got up there, and no James. You came to, and he 
wouldn't come back. We were in the middle of the worst firestorm of publicity ever, and he just..disappeared," 
Lars mutters resenttully. 

Poor Starz. We do put a lot on his shoulders, don't we. 

"And now, you two have worked it out, and we're going back on tour, and every time | look at him, | just want 
to deck him. This is his fucking band, too, but | always get stuck with the shit" He finally falls silent, sipping his 
coffee. "Aren't you sorry you asked?" 

"No. How long have you been feeling like that?" 

He shrugs. 


"Since the rape?" 


Another shrug. 


"Since Napster?" 

He flinches a little, just enough to let me know that I've got it. 

"Why the hell haven't you said something?" 

"When was | supposed to do that? While you were having a nervous breakdown, strung out on speed? Or 
maybe while James was drinking himself into oblivion? We'd already gotten our new rep as the loudest fags in 
metal, | really didn't want to add crackheads to the description,’ Lars snaps. 


And they call me the bitch? 


Lars slams a hand over his mouth, eyes wide. "What the fuck did they put in that?" he asks, staring at his 


coffee. "Kirk, I'm sorry, you know |-" 
"Meant every word of it," | say calmly. 
He considers. "Well, yeah. But, | didn't mean to say it” 


| reach over, patting his shoulder. "Don't worry about it, Uli. It's all true." | sigh softly. "Okay, James and | are 
on p-press detail for now. And Lars, you need to talk to him. Let him apologize, let him grovel.” 


He grins, obviously liking that idea 


"And then you apologize, work it out" | smile at his annoyed look. "If we go on tour, or worse, back in the 


studio like this, we're going to fucking suck, and you know it." 
He sighs. "I think | liked you better when you whined a lot and said things that made no sense." 


| grin. “Deal with it. Besides, if I'm on press duty, I'll make sure to come up with a few spaced out San Fran 


comments, just for you." 
"Fucking flake," Lars mutters affectionately. 


| chuckle. "Okay, let's go pick out outfits for the boys, then you call Ross, and tell him we want a shoot. Oh, and 
tell him that if he hits on James, I'll break his arm." 


Three hours fly past, as we flip through books, laughing hysterically. My personal favorite was still putting 


Jason in a purple pinstripe suit. 


It got vetoed, but what a mental image! Lars eventually settles on a sweet-looking outfit, a nice vaguely Miami 


Vice-ish outfit. The eighties are back in style, yay. 


For Jason, we pick a band collared shirt in a hunter green, paired with loose dark gray khakis. 
For me, its a pair of tailored pants, black, thank you, and the buckskin jacket over my normal black tank top. 


After much discussion, we finally decide to give James his white tank top, but Lars orders it about two sizes 


too small. 

"Hey, he's got the body, might as well show it," he reasons. 

Since the mental image has me drooling again, I'm not arguing. After that, it's off to lunch, then back for a 
second rehearsal. We're doing Christmas tomorrow morning, and the mini golf tomorrow night, so we won't 


have much time. Then, Thursday we'll rehearse twice, and Friday's the first concert. 


Lars tells me that both nights are already totally sold out, even with it only being open to MetClub members, 
with a limit of eight tickets per order. 


The four shows they tacked on to the original two go on sale Saturday, and we're already getting orders 
through the Club. | think I've said it before, but | really fucking love our fans. 
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| nod, following him over the little rise to the cab. Or, to where the cab should have been. "Motherfucker" | 


curse. 
"See what your heart to heart talks get you? A nice long walk," Jason grins, obviously amused. 

"| gave him a fucking fifty to stay put! Bastard." With a sigh, | open my phone, calling another cab." 
"Well, at least Lars and James'll have plenty of time to hammer out whatever their problem is.’ 


We arrive back an hour and a half later, to the sounds of raised voices. "Well, that didn't work," | mutter, 
pushing the door open 


"No, Lars goddammit, | am not-ouch! Jesus Christ, what is that, battery acid?" 
"IFs just iodine, you puss. Hold fucking still, James!" 
Jason shoots me a look. lodine? We sit the bags on the door, and tiptoe to the doorway of the bathroom. 


"Ouch! Lars!" 


"Don't be such a wuss, missekat. You didn't hear me whining like a little bitch, did you?" Lars asks reasonably, 


dabbing a bit more of the brown liquid onto a fresh cut on James’ arm. 
James flinches back, nearly falling off his perch on the toilet seat. "Ouch, bitch!" 


Lars mutters something obscene in German, dabbing at a drip with the washcloth before tossing it back under 


the running water in the sink 
| see you had fun while we were getting food," Jason says dryly. 


I'm sorry | don't still have the camera The way the two of them look, the twin guilty looks, the way their 


heads snap around. 


"Uh..." Lars caps the iodine, looking at us wide eyed. There's a telltale bruise with a little cut on his chin.not to 


mention a little blood on his ring. 


"We were just.uh.one of the glasses broke," James mutters. 

"Really," | say. "Where was that?" 

"The.kitchen?" James suggests. 

"Was that before or after you slugged Lars?" 

"| didn't slug him!" James protests. "He caught his chin on the countertop." 

"After you tried to squirt softsoap in my mouth, you fucker!" 

| roll my eyes with a sigh. Screw this, I'm eating. "Children, if you think you can play nicely, dinner's here." 


James offers me one of those incongruously sweet smiles, and reaches his arm out, snagging my waist. "First, 


aren't you going to kiss my boo-boo?" 

| hear Jason snort, and | smile. "Of course I'll kiss it," | say sweetly, snagging a bathroom cup behind my back. 
Jason takes it from me, and a moment later, it's pressed back into my hand, full of cold water. 

| place a gentle kiss on his bicep, just above the tattoo as | tilt the glass, pouring the icy water down his back. 
Well, that was a satisfying noise. 


| head back out, scooping up my veggie lo mein, an egg roll, and a set of chopsticks. Jason's right behind me, 


muttering something about asinine Danes. 

A few minutes later, Lars bounds out, digging through the bag like a terrier looking for a bone. Finally, he 
comes up with his thing of wonton soup, and flops into the chair next to Jason, digging in with gusto and 
snatching little bits of sweet and sour pork off Jase's plate. 


Its another minute until James comes out, shirtless and grinning unrepentantly. He slouches into the chair 


across from me, pulling out his Cajun-spiced spareribs and Kung Pao chicken. 


There's something deeply erotic about watching James eat. He does it like he does everything else, with total 


abandon and enjoyment. 
After we eat, | go put on coffee and hot cocoa ala Hammett. 


| was raised mostly by my mother, a devout chocoholic. Some things, you just don't grow out of. You start 
with half and half or straight cream, none of that pussy whole milk shit. Then, as it warms up, you add some 


cocoa mix. When it gets hot, you shave some milk chocolate into it. 


That's good milk chocolate, mind you. Gotta be either Hershey's or Godiva. Stir until the pieces dissolve, pour 


into mugs and top with whipped cream and more shaved chocolate. 
If it sounds incredibly unhealthy, you're right. I've had to give up all my other addictions in the interests of 
continuing to breathe, so I'll be damned if I'm giving up chocolate. Finally, we're all settled into the living room. 


Oddly, they're all willing to forgo coffee for now in the interests of chocolate. Guess I'm not the only one. 


Jason is sprawled on the sofa, feet resting on the coffee table, and Lars snuggled against him. Lars has his 


feet on the sofa, and a clipboard resting on his drawn up knees. 


James drops into the chair next to them, letting me stretch my leg out on the loveseat. All we'd need is a 


roaring fire, and we'd be the picture of contentment. 

"So, what do we want to kick it off with?" Jason mumbles, fingers absently tangling in Ulis hair. 
"Something fun," Lars says. "Something with a little ass." 

"That covers a lot of ground," James points out. "There's "So What," there's "Fuel," there's-" 


"Something we don't do as much, maybe," Lars says. He smirks wryly. "Note, he's mentioning just about every 


song he can work in a few curse words, yet he says that | have a foul mouth." 

"You do!" 

"How about "Stone Cold Crazy?" We don't play that too often, and you still get to say fuck" | grin at James. 
"Sounds good. Jase, Lars? Work for you?" 

They nod, and Lars scribbles. 

"Well, there's my contribution," | smirk. 


James smiles, taking a sip of the hot cocoa. His eyes close for a second in bliss, savoring it and making a soft 


moan of approval. 
| shift as my pants suddenly become a little tighter. 


"| swear, Kirk, if you weren't the best guitarist I've ever heard, I'd chain your ass to the stove," he murmurs, 


voice throaty. 


Fuck, it is so unfair what he can do to me with just that voice. | smile silently as Lars suggests "Wolf" for the 


next song. 


James gives me a knowing smirk and takes another sip, his tongue darting out to lap at the whipped cream on 


his mustache. 


Apparently, | make a little noise of some sort, because suddenly, Lars is looking at me. "You don't think we 
should put "Fuel" there?" 


Put it where? "Uh, n-no that's fine. | was just thinking we should do Sanitarium." It flies out of my mouth 
before | stop to think of what l'm saying. 


Lars blinks, opening and closing his mouth. "Uh." 


Whoops, apparently, I've broken a taboo of some sort. "What, because | spent a month there, we can't sing it? 


Next thing you'll say, we're not doing "Last Caress" because | was raped." 
"Uh..." Lars repeats. 


Damn, the dictator is speechless. Impressive. "I don't have a problem with either, but if they make you all 


uncomfortable... 

‘Im good for Sanitarium," James says. 

"That's because you belong in one," Lars shoots back. "And not the fucking Spa and Shrink that Kirk was in" 
Gotta give him credit. He recovers fast. "It wasn't a spa," | pout theatrically. 

"No, of course not," Jason teases. "It didn't have a tanning bed" 

"And only one Jacuzzi," | say soberly. 


Lars rolls his eyes. "Fucking flake," he mutters affectionately. "Fine, "Sanitarium," then "Fuel." Anything else you 


care to add?" 
| consider for a moment. "It didn't have a sauna, either." | laugh, ducking as a pillow comes sailing at my head. 


James smiles again, the light in his eyes telling me that he's proud of me. Then, he goes back to sipping at his 
hot cocoa, licking his lips, holding my eyes. 


Well, two can play at this game. With a deliberate smirk, | trail my finger over the puff of whipped cream on 
top of my cocoa, bringing it to my lips. 


James shifts as | flick the tip of my tongue over my fingertip, closing my eyes and tilting my head back, then 


licking my lips delicately. 

A moment later, | slide my finger between my lips, sucking the sticky remnants off my finger. 

James shifts again, crossing his legs quickly. He's not fast enough to conceal the sudden hardness in his shorts. 
| smirk, raising a challenging eyebrow, and run my tongue over my upper lip. 

James squirms, letting out another of those throaty little moans that goes straight to my cock 

"Jesus fucking Christ!" Lars growls. "Would you two stop fucking doing that?" 


Jason smirks, leaning down to whisper something in Lars' ear. l'm too far away to hear it, but whatever it is 


makes those jade eyes fly wide open, then drift half closed. 
"Ja," Lars murmurs quietly. 


That shit eating grin on Jase's face gets wider as he whispers something else, his fingers trailing lightly down 


Lars' neck. 


The little dictator shivers, arching back into the touch. "Ja" This time, the syllable is throaty, a sensual 


promise, as he tilts his head back so he can look into Jason's eyes. 
James and | could be a million miles away right now. | don't even think that they remember that we're here. 


Jason's eyes darken as he leans forward, one arm supporting Lars, one hand sliding around the lithe body to 


stroke his stomach. 
As their lips meet, | hear James sigh softly, and suddenly realize that I'm holding my breath, too. 


| see Jason's head pull back a little, his tongue brushing delicately over Lars’ lower lip, drawing it between his 


own. 


Lars' spine bows as Jason sucks on his lip, nipping gently. Suddenly, I'm torn between the thought that | 
shouldn't be watching this, and the inability to look away. 


Jason's hand slides higher, fingers brushing over already peaked nipples to tease over the tendon's of Lars’ 


throat. 


Their lips brush again, mouths opening into a slow, hot kiss, and | glance over at James. He's staring at me, his 


hand in slow motion, stroking at the outline of his hard cock through his jeans. 


"Do you like that?" Jason whispers, voice unsteady, barely audible. 


| glance back to them, shivering as | see that Jason's fingers have drifted back down, nudging Lars‘ shorts 
down enough that he can stroke the flat of his stomach, his hips. 


Jason's kissing his way along Uli's jaw, sucking on the pulsepoint as Lars' head falls back limply, offering him full 
access. Uli's eyes are closed, his lower lip pulled between his teeth as he shivers. 


"Tell me how much you like it," Jason growls. 


As Lars manages an incoherent, breathy reply, | look back at James. Or, at least | look back at the chair James 
was in, but he's disappeared. 


Then, | feel a strong hand lifting my ponytail, sweeping it off my neck, and lips kissing the sensitive tendons. 
"Watch them," James orders, his voice stroking along my skin like midnight velvet. 


He nudges me forward, sliding in to sit behind me on the loveseat, one leg stretching out beside mine, one foot 


on the floor. The position sits me nearly between his legs, my ass pressed against his crotch. 


He urges me back, so my back is pressed against his chest, my head resting against his shoulder. If | turn my 
head, | can just nuzzle the pulse of his throat. 


"Watch them," he whispers again. 


| turn my eyes back to the pair on the other couch, noting with some detached amusement that they're 


watching us. 


Then, James slides his arms around me, his fingertips undoing the buttons of my shirt, letting it fall open 


Jason slides Uli's shirt off, mirroring James' slow touches. 

Fingers tease circles around my nipples and | whimper, even as | watch Lars arch, moaning softly. 
"Do you like this?" James asks, his voice nearly as potent a caress as his hands. 

| nod, throat suddenly dried up. "Please, James." 


His hand slips lower, brushing over the bulge in my pants with the lightest possible touch. "Please what?" Jason 
whispers to Uli. "Please this?" 


Jason's hand slides lower, cupping his balls delicately. "Or please this?" he asks, stroking the obvious erection a 
touch harder. 


| give a harsh little sob as | feel the touch mirrored on me, James' fingers squeezing lightly. 


James shifts behind me, then | feel that hot breath against my ear. "Still want to get inside me, baby?" 
Well that's a stupid question “Please, fuck yes, James." And that was fucking incoherent. 


He chuckles darkly next to my ear, then shifts again, helping me to my feet. | should just go quietly, but | have 
to admit, the crack Jason made about my prowess is still kind of stinging. 


| shift, kneeling between James’ legs. "And do you want me inside of you, baby?" 

James groans as | slide my knee higher, just brushing against the bulge in his jeans. Oh, we're just getting 
started, James. | glance back, seeing that | have Jason and Lars’ attention. They aren't going to want to miss 
this. 

| lean up, brushing my lips over his gently. "Does it excite you to have them watching us?" 


James moans softly as my lips brush over his jaw. "Yes." 


"Do you want me to do more than just touch you?" | flick my tongue over his earlobe, teasing. "Do you want 


them to watch me suck your cock?" 

"Please, Kirk." 

| smirk, reaching down to unfasten his jeans. Fuck, he's gorgeous, rock hard and already arching up towards me. 
A graceless slide off the couch later, and l'm blowing warm breath over the tip, and he's arching like I'm deep 
throating. 

There's nothing in the world like the taste of James. Believe me, I've looked It's hot and sweet, and fucking 
addictive. Guess that's two of them | didn't give up. And as | mouth my way up the underside, | know I'd give 
up chocolate in a heartbeat for this. 

James’ voice is scaling up as | slide down him, taking every inch, letting my eyes drift shut as | savor it. 
Suddenly, | don't give a fuck what Jason had to say. | can hear James above me, feel his fingers in my hair, 
urging me on. 


Dimly beyond that, | hear Lars and Jason, gasps and moans. 


James fingers tighten in my hair, nudging me off. "Not here. Want you inside me," he growls, coming to his 


feet quickly. "Night, Uli, night Jase." 
Jason barely looks up, from where his tongue is making a careful exploration of Lars’ ear. "Night," he mumbles. 


| can't resist rumpling his hair as | pass, saying my own goodnights as | go, following James slowly. 


By the time | stop to flip off the coffee pot, the door to our room has already clicked shut. | push the door 


open, nearly swallowing my tongue. 


James is stretched out on the bed, gloriously naked. His hand is wrapped around his cock, stroking it lightly, 
with a shit-eating smile on his face. 


Fuuuuuck. That is one sexy man. 


Instead of heading for the bed, | walk over to my dresser, hanging onto it as | toe my boots and socks off. l'm 
undoing my jeans when a thought strikes me. 


Then, | turn back to him, an evil smirk on my face. An idea just popped into my head, a touch on the evil side, 
but James'll survive. 


| walk back, still clothed, my jeans riding low on my hips. | know James likes the tats, and this gives him 
tantalizing little glimpses of them. 


"You liked playing with Uli and Jase, didn't you?" | ask, pitching my voice into a low hiss. | know he likes that, 


too. 

James shivers, sitting up and reaching for me. | step back out of his reach quickly, glad the wall's there to 
hold my balance. A confused look crosses his face, then he seems to realize that | asked a question "Yeah, | 
liked it" 

"Do you want to play another little game?" 


James nods without hesitation. 


| smile. "Good. Lie back and relax, love. Put your hands behind your head" He does, his cock standing at 


attention. Fuck.. 
| bend down, rummaging in my bag and coming up with a slim wand like dildo, the end delicately hooked. It's 


made to hit a woman's G-spot. It works just as well on the prostate. And even better.it has a cordless remote 


control, 
| smirk, sitting on the edge of the bed and holding it up. 
James eyes widen. "What the fuck is that?" 


"Relax, baby. Just a little dildo to get you all ready for me," | murmur, leaning down to kiss him gently. "Open 


your legs for me?" 


He swallows, but spreads his legs willingly as | stroke a generous amount of lube on it. 


"Now, just relax for me." 
He nods, eyes still a little wide. James isn't used to my going all dom on him. Probably isn't a good time to 
mention half the shit Uli and | used to do. We'll work into why | have a leather harness in my closet at home 


slowly. 


He stiffens a little as | press the tip lightly against his entrance, twisting it, teasing it gently. The remote is in 
my other hand, sending little pulses of vibration against it. 


Before | know it, he relaxes, and it slides right in. 

| thrust it a couple of times, working with the angles until he jerks. Perfect. "Now, watch me, James." 

| take a few steps back, to the foot of the bed, where | can hang onto the dresser if | need to. This is going to 
be graceless as all fuck. "Let me do this right this time," | whisper, flipping on the clock radio and fiddling with 
the dial. 


"Kirk?" 


*Mississippi in the middle of a dry spell, Jimmy Rogers on the Victrola up high. Mama's dancing, baby on her 
shoulders, the sun is setting like molasses in the sky.* 


Before the first line dies out, I've started moving with the slow, sultry beat. | turn back to James, swallowing 


hard at the sight of him spread and hard for me. 
"Watch me, James." 


| reach up, pulling loose the ponytail holder that's kept the curls at bay, letting them spill over my shoulders 
as my hips shift restively to the music. 


* The way he moved it was a sin, so sweet and true. Always wanting more, he'd leave you longing for, Black 
velvet, in that little boy's smile, black velvet in that slow southern style. A new religion that'll bring you to 


your knees..black velvet, if you please.* 


One hand slides up my body, fingers teasing over my neck, letting my head fall back as | sway. James stares, 
licking his lips slowly. 


My other hand moves, just enough to start the vibrator inside him, a slow, barely there pulse. James’ breath 
quickens, his body shivering. 


| smile, letting my hand slide lower, the other one coming up to tease my nipples in tandem as James 


whimpers. 


The shirt falls to the floor with a whisper of silk as my movements become more sure, my body undulating, 


writhing sensually as | pinch my nipples a little harder. 
"Kirk," he breathes. 
"Just watch, love." | slide my hands lower, again nudging the vibrator to go just a tiny bit faster. 


James' breath catches as | slide the jeans lower, until they're barely staying up. The flames are peeking over 
the waistband, and its to them that my hands go, stroking along them, just teasing my hips. 


This time, a low moan rewards my efforts. 
| flick my thumb, sliding the dial a little higher as the jeans slide down, leaving me naked save for the brace. 
And if I'm in the driver's seat, thats staying on. I'm gonna need all the help | can get in reaming his ass the 


way | want to. 


| slide my hand inward, curling around my cock, teasing it, dragging my thumb over the sensitive spot, then 
sliding up to trail my index finger over the head, collecting the drips of precum there. 


| bring my finger up to my lips, tasting myself, sucking the digit clean. 


This time, its a mewl, low and desperate. James’ head is thrashing on the pillows, his body jerking from the 


stimulation of the dildo. 


| smirk, scooping up the lube and smearing it on as | press the vibrator to it's highest setting. James 


shudders, his voice scaling up to a near-scream. 
"Kirk!" 
Then, just as abruptly, | stop it. He whimpers pathetically, his hips jerking. "Please, baby." 


"Sssh, I've got you." | climb onto the bed, between his knees and he opens, drawing his legs up for me. Eager 


much, James? The dildo gets tossed on the floor, and I'm pressed against his entrance. 


Then, I'm sliding inside, and fuck, he's so tight and hot. And he's arching up, his hands tangling in my hair, pulling 
me down for one of those desperate kisses, all tongues and moans and suction and heat. 


Now, l'm moving, and it's so damned good, and he's begging for harder, more, deeper, and I'm giving it to him, 


using every ounce of strength in my body. 


He's writhing under me, sobbing and screaming my name. And l'm losing myself inside him, his heat branding 


me. 


Then, with a sound that | don't even know how to describe, he tenses, and | feel the wet rush of heat between 


our bodies and the way he clenches around me. 

Its too much. | want to hold out, make it last, but my body has other ideas, climax screaming through me. He 
holds me, stroking my hair as | shudder, trying to find the breath to voice the scream of pleasure that's 
ripping through me. 


It's a long time before either of us move again after that. | know I'm not that light, but James seems 
perfectly content to have me laying on him, head resting on his chest. 


‘| love you," | finally whisper, pressing a kiss to his chest, right above the heartbeat | can feel pounding against 
my cheek. 


His hand strokes lightly over my bare back, over my hip. "I love you, too." He groans as | shift off him, 
reaching for some tissues to clean us both off. "lm going to be walking like I've got one of the clubs up my 
ass at the golf thing tomorrow." 

| chuckle softly, kissing his stomach. "Just tell them you hurt yourself biking in the swamp." 


His lazy grin makes my heart skip a beat. "Brat." 


| nuzzle into him, tugging the covers over us, cocooning us in warmth as his breathing levels slowly out. l'm 
not far behind, sliding smoothly into sleep. 


24 


Author's Notes: 
Warnings: Violence, rape, drug use, minor character death. 


"Fuck, wake up already!" Jason snarls in my ear. 
P y Y 


| know it won't shut him up, but | fumble for something to throw at him. A peek at the clock tells me that it's 


already nearly noon. 
"Kirk, please? He's singing Christmas carols. Singing!" 
James stirs under me, stretching slowly. "We'll be out in a couple of minutes, Jase." 


"Coffee's made, kettle's on, breakfast will be waiting in the other room apparently." He paused, glancing back. 
"Nice idea on that, Kirk." 


| mumble, trying to burrow back against James. "Come on, babe. If we don't get up, the next thing you'll be 
hearing is Lars‘ version of Silent Night." 


To avoid that, lIl get my ass up. A hot shower later, I'm feeling a little more human. A quick cup of tea helps 
that along, and I'm ready to face the morning. 


| call down to the concierge, and they deliver the key card for the other room, which is right next door to us. 


The young woman who brings it to me smiles and assures me that everything is in readiness. Huh? 


We all scoop up our drinks and wander over. Holy fuck, remind me not to look at my credit card bill this month. 


| don't even want to know. 


They went all out for us, decorating the room in red and green, with a wonderful spread of food laid out in 
warmers and chafing dishes for us. The topper, though, is the tree. 


I's a seven foot pine tree, fully decorated, lights ornaments, the whole works. 
Presents are grouped near chairs and sofas..far more than just three presents per spot. 


"When Mick and Gio found out that we were doing Christmas, they had their presents sent down,’ Lars 


explains. "There's probably one from Electra in there, too." 


"Did you check to see if it's ticking?” Jason cracks. 


"Nah, they love us," Lars shrugs. "Oh, and | got a message on my voice mail today. Don't make any plans for 


March 30." 

"That's what? Two weeks from today? Why?" James asks. 

"We've got a gig that night," Lars smirks. 

"A gig, on a Wednesday?" | roll my eyes. "What hickwater town are we playing now?" 
Lars' smirk grows wider. "LA" The little pixie is practically bouncing in place. 

"Spill it, Starz," James laughs. 


"We've been asked to perform "Be There," at the Oscars. Only fair, considering that we're nominated for an 


Oscar for best movie theme song.” 


Well, that's not what | was expecting, to say the least. Doesn't make it any less deeply cool, though. "The 
Oscars? They want us at the Oscars?" Jason says. 


"Yup." Lars grins. "Of course, this means that all of you fuckers WILL be wearing tuxes." 
| can't play in a tux," James bitches. 


"You can change for the performance, James. But for the show..tuxes." Lars grins with a little shrug. "Now, 


Merry belated Christmas, lets eat, then presents." 


The food is every bit as good as it smells, and | don't think | need to say that we pretty much gorge 
ourselves. There's an impressive array of meats, even the fish shit Lars likes so much, rolls and pastries, 


eggs, a fruit salad, and some fucking awesome praline bread pudding. 


| can hear my arteries clogging as | suck it down, but hey, its Christmas, right? I'd never thought of having 
bread pudding for breakfast, but | may have to consider it more often 


There's still food left, but there's not a one of us who could push another bite in Even Jason, our perennial 


bottomless pit, is stuffed. 


We waddle over to the chairs, glancing at the tags to see where they've put our stuff, then, we start opening. 
Jason goes first, ripping into the paper with utter abandon as Lars smirks fondly at him. 


The first present is from Electra, another platinum record, this one for the Spiderman soundtrack Mick got 


him a couple of things for the Chophouse, and Gio picked up tickets for the 2003 NBA All Star Game for him. 


James smiles, handing over a small package. "Hopefully, this fits." 


Jason opens it, laughing softly. "Uh." He holds up pair of swim trunks. Then, he looks back at the box and his 
eyes widen. "Granada?" He pulls out a gift certificate, reading it. "You're sending me to Grenada?" 


"Best mountain biking in the world, not to mention nice beaches and scuba diving," James explains. 
"Oh, kick ass! Thank you!" 


Next, he tears open the paper on the cat house. His eyes light up, laughing as he sees the little red light over 
the door. "Oh, this is perfect, Kirk!" 


Score one for me. 


Lars hands him a box, whispering in his ear. He opens it quickly, staring at the contents. With a quick blush, he 
closes the box, stuffing it next to him in the chair as the rest of us laugh. 


Lars grins, standing up. "Actually, | have kind of group presents, too. You all get to open this together." He 
hands each of us a little wrapped box. 


| rip the paper open, looking curiously at the little leather jewelers box. 
"Go ahead," he urges. 


| open it, staring in shock at the ring inside. It's gorgeous, a wide gold band tapering in to form the Met star. 


Each star is set in the center with a small stone. Mine is onyx. 


James’ is red, Jason's is a dark green. Lars grins, slipping a matching one out of his pocket and sliding it on his 


middle finger. His has a topaz colored stone. 
They're beautiful 


Lars goes next, opening a wide variety of presents. | think the one that goes over best of all is James’. How he 


convinced someone to let Lars play on a Formula One racetrack, I'll never know. 


The bright smile in those wide green eyes makes a little knot of tension in my stomach ease. | have a feeling 


we'll sound much better when we hit the practice room again. 

James opens his presents next. Lars got him a new toy, one of those street bobsled things. | shoot the 
dictator a dirty look, imagining James streaking down the hills of San Fran.probably in traffic, knowing him. 
Jason got him the safety gear..and a first aid kit. 


| hand him my present with an uncertain smile. 


He smiles in return, opening the little box. The smile fades as he stares at the ring and | shift nervously. "If 


you don't like it, | can." My voice trails off as he runs a finger over it with near reverence. 

"| love it," he murmurs softly. "What is the stone? I've never seen anything like it” 

To my surprise, its Jason who answers. "Looks like a black diamond” 

"Black diamond? | didn't know they even existed” 

Jason nods slightly. "They're really rare. Supposed to grant us the courage to look within without illusion” 

"How appropriate," Lars smirks dryly. "And when did you become an expert in gems?" 

Jason shrugs slightly. "What, I'm not allowed to have a couple of weird hobbies?" 

James takes the ring from the box, turning it over in his fingers, looking at it carefully. "It's incredible, baby." 
| take it from him, sliding it onto his finger. Fucking A, fits perfectly. 

He bends over, kissing me gently. "Your turn now, Hamlet" 

| start opening. Mick picked me up a new pedal that I'd been looking at in ESP's new catalog. Gio got me a leash, 
the prick. | lift it out, laughing, and notice the camera underneath. Obviously, someone told him how much fun | 


had with the disposable. 


From Lars, there's the ring, and a gift certificate to the place | got my labret done. I've been thinking about 
getting the ears redone, maybe the nipple. | kinda miss that one. 


Jason got me a fucking beautiful leather jacket, complete with the Camp Chaos characters embossed on the 


back. | love it. 

Then, James offers me an odd grin. If he wasn't James Hetfield, I'd say he was nervous, but what about? 

‘I'd actually gotten you something else for Christmas, but I've been thinking in the last couple of days, and | 
changed my mind." He takes a deep breath. "Remember the other day, when we ran into your friends from the 


Pride parade?" 


"Yeah," | say carefully. "Christopher and Steven. What about them?" A thought flits through my mind, but | 
suppress it ruthlessly. The Mighty Het is not going to- 


He shrugs a litle, offering that lopsided smile that makes my heart stop. "And | was thinking about what they 


said about a commitment ceremony. And | was wondering..would you?" 


Okay, someone must have slipped LSD into the bread pudding, because to me, it sounded like James just asked 


me to basically marry him. 
"Would 1?" | repeat, my voice tiny. 
"Yeah." He nods. "Wanna get hitched?" 


That sound is the blood pounding in my ears. He is. Oh, my fucking god. | glance over at Lars, looking to see if 
he heard it. 


Little prick is smirking at me. "You might want to answer him before you pass out, Quirk." 
| nod, throat tight. And James produces a small box, opening it to reveal a simple braided band. 
Fuck. Oh, fuck. It slides on my finger with ease and James presses a light kiss to my palm. 


Then, his arms are around me, holding me, and it occurs to me that he did say it, and | agreed, and oh my god. 


| kiss him, putting every ounce of emotion I've got into it. 


He's adorable, offering me one of those goofy Hetfield grins that he tries to hide his emotions under. The slight 
brightening of his eyes gives him away. God, | love him. 


It's a long time before we get off the couch, a long time before I'm willing to let him go. 


After that, we slouch around for the few hours before the golf thing, working on the set list for the shows. 
Aside from a heated discussion over whether we HAD to include Sandman both nights, it went smoothly. James 


lost that one, as usual. 


If you ever want to hear the Mighty Het whine, ask him about Sandman. In the middle of a concert, with the 
adrenaline pumping, it's not a problem. Otherwise, we're all a little tired of it. | mean, it's a great song, it's what 


truly made us, but after eleven years..damn. | feel the same way about a couple of others, too. 
Good thing is, when the crowd starts screaming, all that goes away. 


At five, the car pulls up to take us to City Park. Its beautiful, bordered by the Mississippi on one side. They 
pull up to the mini golf course, which is thronged by a hoard of fans. Apparently, aside from us, this is mostly 


local celebs, though Jason seems to know who Beausoleil is. 


All | know is that they're damned hard to understand, and they sound like Gambit from the X-Men. Apparently, 
they're a hotshit Cajun band. That explains why | don't know them. 


The crowd roars when we step, or in my case gimp, up to the first tee. It's the Three Billy Goats Gruff, and if 


you were wondering, yes, | do get a shot of James making lewd motions at one of the goat statues. 

On that first tee, we all learn something. Not one of us has a hope in hell of winning. Jason promptly whacks 
his into the little river that flows under the bridge. It's retrieved, and he's given a penalty. James gets a hole 
in one. Unfortunately, he hit it so hard that it's over on the third hole. 


Lars does minimally better, getting it onto the bridge, at least. | get it onto the bridge, where it bops into one 
of the fucking goats and rolls back. 


Six goddamn strokes. That's how long it takes me to get the motherfucking ball in the hole. 

| know people who think golf is relaxing. I'm pretty sure they're not talking about mini golf. 

Second hole brings us to the all important Swan Prince hole. It's a little easier, thankfully. | only take four 
strokes. Lars, the little fuck, scores a hole in one. Jason manages three, and James..well, he manages not to 


take his golf club to the swan. 


Jack and Jill, Rapunzel, Peter Pumpkin Eater..they all pass without incident. It's when we get to hole 12, Mary 
Had a Little Lamb, that we get in trouble. 


We're doing our usual, horsing around. | got a picture of Jason kneeling behind one of her sheep, to go with the 


one of James. 

Jason points out that we're not getting any shots of me, so | reluctantly hand him the camera as we get to 
hole 13, Old Mother Hubbard. l'm afraid if | kneel I'll never get up, so instead | crouch behind the dog, smirking 
widely. 


| hold the dog's tail, trying to keep my balance long enough for Jase to get the shot. | see the flash go off, and 
| let go, trying to get back to my feet. 


| realize almost immediately that it's not going to happen. My knee's too weak, all I'm doing is throwing myself 


off balance. 


Well, this is great. Everyone gets to see one of the Gods of Thunder go sprawling on his ass in a particularly 
graceless heap on the fucking mini golf course. If | stop fighting it, maybe itll look better. 


| let my weight shift, falling back onto my ass as a low whine fills the air. A moment later, the statues head 


explodes in a hail of fragments. 


| throw my arms up, shielding my face instinctively. Another whine, and a hole is punched in Old Mother 
Hubbard's cupboard. Fuck! Someone's fucking shooting at us! 


| try to get to my feet, the only thought in my mind getting to the others, but a weight slams into me, 


holding me down. "Hold fucking still, Hammett," Gio barks. "Just make yourself a goddamn target, why don't 
you!" 


"But." | squirm, trying to get him off me. 
"Kirk, if you keep struggling, I'm going to knock you senseless." 
| force myself to relax, despite the edge of panic tightening my chest. "The others?" 


"| don't know," he says softly. "You were the one in immediate danger. I'm sure the rest of them had the sense 


to get behind something. I've got other guys rounding them up. James made it pretty fucking clear, Kirk. My 
priority is you." 


| swallow hard, listening for three voices amid the chaos. After a moment, Gio shifts off me, head tilted, 
listening to the voice in his earpiece. 


"Okay, we should be safe to get you to the car," he says, glancing down. He pales, cursing softly. 
"What?" | reach a hand up, smoothing my hair back, noting with an almost detached air that I'm bleeding. 


"That might need a stitch, or a butterfly bandage at the least," Gio mutters. "Come on, let's get you out of 
the middle of the firing range." 


He hoists me to my feet, half carrying me as he hurries across the course. l'm moving slowly, clumsily. My 
body just doesn't seem to want to obey. Its like I'm moving in slow motion, while the world around me is fast 


forward. 


Shock. The word slides into my mind. Yes, I'm in shock. That would explain why | feel numb, like I'm wrapped in 
layers of cold cotton, shutting me off from the world. | trip, the gravel biting into my palms, but | barely 


notice. 


I'm shoved into a car, Gio climbing in behind me, telling them to take me to the warehouse. Then, he's pressing 


a handkerchief to my forehead, asking me if anything else hurts. 


| blink, trying to sort my thoughts into language. | can't do it. Everything is cold, unreal, laced with an oddly 


muted fear over James, Jase, and Lars. 


Thanks to traffic, it takes us what feels like forever to get out of the lot. Gio's barking into his microphone, 


snarling orders, asking questions. 


"Kirk, look at me. Kirk, look at me. KIRK!" Gio punctuates the ear shattering bellow with a little shake, and | 
slowly turn my head to look at him. The numbness is starting to drain away, leaving a near painful coldness. | 


can feel my teeth starting to chatter. 


"Kirk, listen to me. They're all right. They'll meet us at the warehouse. James and Lars have a couple of cuts, 


but nothing major. Jason doesn't even have a scratch. Do you understand?" 


| nod, teeth clattering as the shivers sweep through me. | don't think | like being shot at. It's right up there 
with having our pyros rigged. 


Gio shrugs his coat off, pulling it around me tightly. "Be our security chief, you said. You'll get to see the 
world, get hot chicks. No one ever mentioned exploding pyros, psychotic sound techs, blackmailing producers or 
being shot at" 


| manage a smile despite the shivers. "You know you love it, Gio." 


He rolls his eyes, but | can see the relief that l'm coming out of it. "| should have put you on that 
motherfucking leash." 


| flip him off, shifting on the seat. "Gio?" 

"Yeah?" 

"Got another handkerchief?" 

"Why?" 

"Either my leg is bleeding, or someone put a red polka dotted carpet in here." 


He glances down and curses, pulling out a knife. A moment later, the jeans are sliced neatly from ankle to mid 


thigh, a fine spray of blood coming from the rent fabric. "Fuck," Gio curses. 


There's a jagged four inch gash in my calf, just below the brace, where | can't really feel all that much. 


Motherfuck. 


Gio shifts, leaning over the front seat to grab something. When he comes back, there's a crew T-shirt in his 


hands. He wraps it around the gash, tying it tightly. 


"IIl have a doctor meet us at the warehouse, too. The others are stuck in traffic, they'll be there as soon as 


they can" 


| nod, suddenly exhausted. All| want is to curl up and sleep for a few years. | let my head loll back along the 
seat, shifting to find a comfortable spot. 


After a moment, Gio sighs, grabbing the collar of the coat and pulling me towards him. "Go ahead. I've already 


got your blood all over me." 


| smile gratefully, leaning against him and closing my eyes. "We owe you a big raise, Gi." 
Dimly, | hear him snort. "You have no fucking idea, Quirk." 


The next thing l'm aware of is the sound of my protector cursing softly. "Kirk, wake up. We've got a welcoming 


party." 


| sit up, eyeing the small crowd clustered around the warehouse entrance. My eyes light on a figure at the 


head of the group, shouting things over a megaphone. 
Its our friends from Fort God, in Alabama," | mutter. "Little out of their territory, aren't they?" 


"They must have decided that praying for your souls was worth the trip," Gio says. "They don't know you four 
real well, do they?" 


"What are you saying? That we're irredeemable?" 

Gio lifts an eyebrow. "Kirk, how long have | known you?" 

"Right. Shutting up now." 

"Thank you." He sighs. "We can't go around the back, because | don't have that key." 
| tilt my chin up stubbornly. "Then we go in the front door. 


He glances at the driver, than at me. "Even with Kevin, we can't block for you and carry you at the same 


time." 

If you can get me to my feet, | can walk" 

"Kirk-" 

| don't argue. | just meet his eyes with a level stare. 

After a moment, he sighs. "You were much easier when you were neurotic pouf" 
"That's what they tell me." 


The car stops, and Gio climbs out, reaching a hand in to haul me to my feet. ts not graceful, it doesn't look 
good, but l'm up right. Gio starts walking, forcing his way through the crowd. | walk behind him, head high. 


Right up until | catch a faceful of holy water. Okay, now I'm pissed. | glare at the reverend. "What the fuck is 


your problem?" 


"Satan's spawn! You corrupt the innocent, spread your filth. We will not sit by and let you harm the youth of 
America any further." 


"Harm them? What the hell are you talking about?" 

"You seduce the children into your homosexual ways, pervert them into monsters like you." 

The sad thing is, he believes every word he's saying. I'd pity him if he wasn’t such an asshole. "Oh, come off it. 
There's not some secret gay society that gives out toasters for every fifth straight person we convert” With 


a roll of my eyes, | follow Gio into the warehouse. 


As soon as the door is safely locked, Gio loops his arm around my waist, lifting me off my feet. "Come on, Kirk. 
Lets get those cuts cleaned up." 


"Let the other car know to come around the back way. James'll rip them apart if they start on him." 


Gio nods, sitting me on the countertop, lifting my leg so that my blood drenched hi-top is sitting in the sink. 
"This is probably going to hurt a bit, even with the nerve damage." 


| nod, pulling my lip in between my teeth. The cut is filthy, probably from the tumble | took on my way to the 


car. "Do it" 


I'm glad James isn't here. It means that | can scream and not worry about upsetting him. Gio washes it 


thoroughly, cleaning the dirt and gravel out of it. 
It doesn't hurt a bit. It hurts a LOT. By the end of it, m begging him to just cut it off. 


He's patting it dry when the doctor arrives. He takes one look and asks me when | had my last tetanus shot. 
That would be a year ago, when | had a pool cue shoved up my ass, doc. 


He puts little Steri Strips on my head, closing the wound neatly. The gouge in my calf he can't do much for 
other than give me a nice antibiotic ointment and bandage it. 


He tells me that | should try to keep my head out of water, but its not happening. The blood is drying in my 
scalp and it itches like hell. He sighs, pulling out a small tube of purple liquid. "Ever used Nu-Skin?" 


"A few times." After every other concert, when my palm splits open. 


"This is like it, but stronger. As long as you don't do something that stretches the skin, itll keep it covered. 


Hang on, this is gonna burn a little." 


What is it with people telling me that today? Burn a little. Translation=Snorting Draino would hurt less. 


Still, when its done and set, | get to go take a nice hot shower. Even with the Paxil I'm on to suppress it, the 


urge is still there to wash for an hour, to fall into the routines | used to have. 


| won't, though. I'm strong enough now to not go back. Then again, there's a simple braided gold band on my 
finger that gives me a fucking good reason to fight. 


| climb out of the shower feeling better. Tomorrow, I'll have some aches from Gio landing on me, l'm sure. | 
pull a towel around my waist and suddenly realize that | have no clothes here. | was gonna pick up my new 


leather pants tomorrow, bring everything over tomorrow night. 


Gio silently offers me a pair of Lars’ shorts. "I know," he mutters at my silent sigh. "I've got someone heading 
over to pick you up a pair of jeans and a shirt, but in the meantime, unless you want to be running around 


naked." 


| take the shorts. Somehow the thought of running around this drafty place with my cock waving in the 


breeze.. 
Lars and | are close enough in size for them to fit, though not perfectly. 


When | come back out, Gio's holding a long sleeved t-shirt, one of James' old ones, with my tattoos licking 


around the bottom. 
| take that, too, giving Gio a hug. "Thanks man. What would | do without you?" 


He shakes his head and makes grumbly noises, but he loves it. Gio's as much a part of the closed fist as the 
rest of us. | catch a glimpse of a tigers eye ring on his hand and grin. Apparently, Lars thought so, too. 


Finally, somewhat dressed, | head into the tuning room, and pick up Boris, strumming him absently. This is how | 
relax these days, and if | don't take my mind off being shot at, I'll lose it. | won't relax until the others are 


here, and | see them, safe and sound. 


Soon, I'm warmed up. | can't say that | ever make a conscious decision what to play. | just go with whatever 
my fingers tell me to do. Sometimes, that means that | end up doing odd segues into other songs, sometimes it 
means that l'm playing snippets of songs I've heard on the radio. 


Right now, l'm playing something familiar. Kthulu, to be exact. | love that song. It starts out slow, melancholy, 


then builds to a firestorm of fury. To be honest, its one of the few good things Mustaine did for the band. 


After that, | shift gears into "Stone Cold Crazy." It's not really an easy piece, but it's fun. And it brings back 


memories of James acting like an eleven year old when he got to play it with the surviving members of Queen. 


As though the thought conjured him, | hear James voice booming from the other room. "Where is he? Kirk?" 


I'd answer, but a wave of relief is sweeping through me, sapping my voice for a moment. Then, the door opens, 


and oh, thank you, god, James is framed in it. 


He's a little grimy, there's a bloodstain and a rip around the collarbone of his shirt, but he's still the most 


beautiful thing I've ever seen 


| barely have time to sit Boris aside, coming to my feet as he stalks over to me. He stops just short, his hand 
coming up and hovering next to my cheek like he's afraid that if he touches me, I'll break. Or disappear. 


| meet his eyes, seeing the cold fear, the rage at his helplessness. And | see his love. | tilt my head slightly, 
laying my cheek on his palm, and taking the step into him, letting my hands rest on his hips. 


It seems to break some spell, as James locks his arms around me, holding me close, murmuring nonsense 


against my hair. 

| lay my head against his throat, feeling tears prick the back of my eyes. | was so afraid of losing him again 
After a few minutes, he loosens his grip a touch, bending to kiss me lightly. "You're all right?" 

| nod slightly. "A couple of cuts, bruised pride, that's about it. How about you?" 

He shrugs, wincing a little. "| scraped up my shoulder shoving Uli down, but not badly." 


"And we're fine, too, thanks for asking," Lars mutters, wandering in. "Hey, dick, who said you could wear my 
shorts?" 


"Gio," | grin 
‘Oh, well in that case, okay," Lars smiles back, then winces, looking at my leg. "Nice scrape you've got there." 
‘Looks worse than it is, believe me. It had some gravel in it, so it got scrubbed pretty good." 


James strokes my back, and | fight the urge to purr and arch against it. Okay, sue me. | like being petted. 


"And he whined like a little bitch about it, too," Gio rumbled. "Lars, what do you want me to do about the idiots 


out front?" 
"What idiots?" 


"Remember the idiots from Mobile?" | ask. 


"The ones the locals kept calling Fort God or Six Flags Over Jesus?" 

"You got it. They're visiting us, trying to stop the spread of our perversion’ 

"Told you it was a bad idea to dedicate "So What," to them," Jason mumbles. 

"You're right. It should have been "Mercyful Fate," instead." 

Jason shakes his head, but | can see the smile touching his lips. "You're a lunatic, Kirk" 

| shrug. "Yeah, | am." 

"Just keep an eye on them for now, Gio. As long as they don't harass anyone, we'll let them be." 
| hope, just this once, Gio keeps his mouth shut.. 

"They threw holy water on Kirk" 


So much for that hope. | feel James tensing, see the storm clouds gathering in his eyes. "I'm fine, James," | 


say quietly. "They didn't hurt me." 

He blows out a hard breath. "I know. That's just so fucking..disrespecttul." 

"I know. But if we pay it back with more disrespect that makes us as bad as them. Just ignore them." | keep 
my voice level, pitched so that everyone can hear it. "When Friday comes, then Gio can move them to the 


other side of the street if they're still there." 


Lars nods. "What he said. As long as they stay out front, ignore the fuckers. If they come out back, kick their 


asses out." 

James nods reluctantly. 

"As long as we're all here, we might as well get in a little rehearsal time in," Jason suggests. 
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| could kiss him. There's no better way on earth for James to get out his frustrations. Well, no legal ways, at 
least. 


"But | don't have shorts to wear," Lars mock whines. 
| shrug, reaching for the waistband. "Here you go." 


He laughs. "You would, too, you sick fuck." 


| grin. "Coming from the original pervert." 
Gio pokes his head back in, handing me a bag. It's got jeans, socks and boots in it. "Thanks, G." 


He nods, wandering back out into the hall. "Gimme a moment to change, then we can practice to your heart's 


content, Uli." 


| wander towards the changing room, hearing his voice behind me. "I don't want those back until they've been 
washed." 


| change quickly, pulling up the tight jeans with a little shimmy of my hips. Fuck, | think that bread pudding is 


taking it's revenge already. These weren't this tight last time | wore them, | swear. 


James doesn't seem to mind, his eyes go a little wide when | walk out in his t-shirt and my jeans. Remind me 


to swipe his clothes more often. 


| settle down letting my fingers fly over the strings, warming back up as Lars stretches and James sings 


scales. Jason's been warming up since he made the suggestion. Like me, he's just happier with a guitar in his 


hands. 

"Ready?" James asks. 

We all nod our agreement, and | glance around. "What're we playing?" 
James grins. "We'll start slow and work our way up." 


| know that smile. It's the smile that has made a million groupies go weak in the knees, that evil, mischievous 


smirk. "Got it" 


My fingers fly over the strings, producing a harsh sustained chord. Lars knows his job, and the staccato beat 
fills the litte room. 


James nods his approval, taking a deep breath. "Gimme fuel, gimme fire, gimme that which | desire!" 


Oh, fuck, that sounds good. Not perfect, mind you. We're getting there, though. There's a certain.looseness to 
our playing that wasn't there before. We've all still got issues, to be sure, but | think we're over the worst. 


Please God, let us be over the worst. 
| might be more hopeful if | didn't still have the taste of stale holy water in my mouth. 


We rip through a couple of our songs before James throws a curve, launching into "Die, Die, Die My Darling.’ 


| fucking love that song. There's just something about the gloriously cheerful beat paired with the words. It's 
right up there with "Last Caress" on that front. 


Then, just for the hell of it, we throw in a couple of other songs, laughingly limping through “Babitdawa" and 
"Worlds Collide." 


Okay, allow me to mention that James should NEVER try rap. My God, what a white man. | nearly piss myself, 
laughing. 


We actually sound decent on the Powerman 5000 song, to our shock. It's pretty fluffy, not a whole lot of 
lyrical ass behind it, but its got a couple of infectious riffs to it. 


Apparently, Lars doesn’t find the drum track that stimulating, either. | catch him yawning theatrically midway 
through. 


James retaliates by going over and dicking around with the cymbals as usual. 

Children," | snicker. "Behave yourselves." 

James smiles at me with that evil as hell grin again. "But, you like me bad, baby," he purrs. 
"Don't you two start that again," Lars warns. 


| smirk, fingering the opening notes to "Loverman. Let's face it, unless you're dead, James' voice is gonna do 


some damage on that one. 

James' grin widens. "There's a devil waiting outside your door," he sings, voice gone low and seductive. 
"How much longer?" Jason hisses, moving behind Lars. 

"There's a devil waiting outside your door." 

This time Jason leans down, so his breath stirs the hair on Lars’ neck. "How much longer?" 


Normally, James and | trade the guitar on this one in concert. I'll take the first part, he'll take second, etc. 
Today, he's sitting his guitar back on the stand, so I'm guessing that I'm playing the whole thing. 


Freed from having to play, James paces through the room, every bit of his charisma turned up to twenty. It's 
times like these that he goes from being my loveable goof into the glorious male that's just pure sex on legs. 


And damn, that voice is just..fuck. 


He slithers behind me, just standing there, not quite touching. | swear | can feel the heat. My eyes meet Uli's, 


seeing the same helpless arousal in them. They're trying to kill us. 
"There's a devil crawling along your floor." 

"How much longer?" 

"With a tremblin' heart he's coming through your door." 


| swear, | never knew Jason could be this evil. He's on his knees behind Lars, so the little dictator can feel his 


breath. 


James is doing it too, but we already knew he was an evil bastard. | shudder as he suddenly bends, his breath 


stirring the hair at the nape of my neck. "Gimme more, gimme more, gimme more," he finishes in a whisper. 
| shift, fumbling a chord as his fingertips trail over my shoulder. 


"L is for love, baby. 0 is for oh, yes | do. V is for virtue, so | aint gonna hurt you," he growls, lips brushing 


my ear. 


Dimly, | realize that the drumming has stopped and Lars is dragging Jason towards the showers, but my focus 
is on the hot breath against my skin, the light brush of lips over my ear. 


"E is for even if you want me to. R is for render unto me, baby. M is for that which is mine." 

Oh, fuck. Those hands again, sliding over my shoulders, down my back. 

"A is for any old how, darlin. And N is for any old time." 

| start to sit my guitar down, but James shakes his head. "Play something for me, baby." 

"W-what?" 

He smirks, taking my hand and bringing me to my feet. "Whatever you want, baby." 

| eye him suspiciously as he guides me over to the couch. "And what will you be doing?" 

"Do you really need to ask?" James growls low in his throat, that seductive smile brushing his lips. 

Oh, my. "I g-guess not" 

James grins his approval, the kind of smile that would make any sane man run. Good thing l'm not sane. 


| settle onto the couch and close my eyes, letting my fingers fly over the strings. 


| don't know what | planned on playing, but the feeling of him sinking to his knees between my feet makes a 
harsh chord rip through the room. 


"Sssh, relax. Just play." 


| nod, keeping my eyes closed, and let my fingers slide over the strings. The first chord is a low, wistful sound, 
and | go with it, playing an old Billy Joel song that | learned years ago, when | finally decided to take lessons. 


They made me play country and soft rock, forced me to slow down and think. 


Now, the song comes back to me, along with the frighteningly appropriate lyrics. Before | know it, I'm sort of 


half singing along, James forgotten for a moment. 

"What song is that? Doesn't sound like your normal stuff" 

| shrug a little. "Its not. An old Billy Joel one" 

"What's it called?" James asks. "It sounds sort of familiar.” 

"Shameless." 

James laughs. "I knew that | knew that sorg! But that isn't Billy Joel, baby 

| nod slightly. "That's who did it originally." | strum into the first verse, softly moving my lips to it 
"Well, im shameless, when it comes to loving you, I'l do anything you want me to, anything at all” 


My voice shivers as James hands slide up the inside of my thighs, reminding me of his presence. Fuck, he's 
good. 


His fingers tease over the outline of my cock, rubbing gently against the denim. Feels good.. 

"Keep playing, Kirk," he growls, rubbing his cheek against my thigh, like a cat begging for attention 

| strum softly, trying desperately to remember the words. "You see in all my life, | never found, what | 
couldn't resist what, | couldn't turn down. | could walk away from anyone | ever knew, but | can't walk away 
from you." 

The words are nowhere near steady as he lifts his head, rubbing his cheek higher, over the fly of my jeans. 


His fingers flick the button open with a single deft move, and | jump a little, resettling as he rubs his cheek on 


my Jeans. 


"Sssh, relax." 

The zipper slides down with a silent rasp, and | feel the cool air..and the warmth of his breath. 

"Just keep playing." 

| give up on singing, letting my fingers find the right strings. 

He leans in, nuzzling at my hipbones, his voice that low snarl against my skin. "I love watching you play, baby. 
You look so hot when your fingers are flying over the frets, and you have that look on your face.like the 


music is touching places in you..touching you like a lover." 


| moan, feeling a hot puff of air over the head, trailing down the side. Then, the light flicker of his tongue 
against my balls, teasing the skin 


"James, please," | beg. 

"Just play. Keep your eyes closed, and play for me." 

| nod, continuing to strum with a light touch. 

| can feel him smile, the curve of his lips against my skin. "Perfect, baby." 


He shifts, and | feel the flicker of a tongue on my leg, tracing what he can reach of my tattoos. His head slides 
inwards a little, his lips fastening hard on my skin, licking and biting as | whimper. 


"Play," he reminds me, his breath sliding over my cock. 


Finally, he takes me in, a little at a time, until I'm a heartbeat from killing him. Then, with a sudden, abrupt 


movement, he takes all of me. 
I'm lost, fingers still moving by rote, arching into the touch, begging softly for him to make me come. 


And he does, sucking harder, head bobbing until | forget all about the guitar, and colored static is dancing 
behind my eyes. 


When | open them, he's still licking and sucking, cleaning me off gently. He's beautiful. He's mine. What more 


could | want? 
"Let me make love to you?" 


"Please," | whisper. "Love you, need you, James." 


He kneels up, kissing my lips lightly. "I love you, too." 


A light tap alerts us to Gio's presence. "I hate to bother you, but there's a delivery here, insists that either 


Kirk or Lars have to sign?" 

"lll be right there, 6. Thanks." 

He nods, withdrawing. "It's probably the outfits for the photo shoot," Lars chirps. "I've got it" 
Jason wanders out a few minutes later, a smirk on his lips. 

James just rolls his eyes, leaning against me. | nudge him lightly. "Scoot, babe. Gotta piss," | mutter. 


He shifts, coming to his feet as Lars brings in the boxes. | wander into the bathroom, feeling the ache in my 
calf with each step. 


When | walk out a few minutes later, the room is silent. | glance up, and flinch. James is pissed. He's got that 


stormeloud scowl, lips drawn back in a snarl 
"What?" he asks. The voice would make any normal man flinch. Lars doesn't back down 
He holds up the jacket. "Its Kirk's" 

Oh, fuck Considering the events of the evening. maybe that was a bad idea 

"No fucking way, Lars 

"James, it's not like they don't know," Lars says reasonably. 

"And where did that get us? Shot at! No, Lars’ 


Lars doesn't back down, glaring at James from nearly a foot height disadvantage. "James, relax. Its one fucking 


photo shoot." 


"| said NO!" he roars. "| am not bringing relationships into band activities, period. You and Jason will not dress 


alike, Kirk and | will not dress alike." 


"That would have worked better before the tape of the mini golf tournament, with you doing a spazz out. That 
pretty much brought relationships into it” 


| never would have pegged Lars as suicidal. What do you know? You learn something new every day. 


"Fuck you, Lars! That was a little bit different. I'm not doing official band pictures that make us look like the 


fucking Village People. When it's time to be Metallica, we're Metallica FIRST AND FOREMOST" 
‘Its one thing for the fans to know we're gay, and another thing to grind their faces in it. | don't think that's a 
good plan. If you keep pushing, eventually, we're going to alienate people.” That's Jason, ever the voice of reason. 


There's something sick about the murderer being the voice of reason 


Lars shoots him an emerald glare that makes Jason take a step back. Then, his eyes turn to me. "Kirk, it would 
be nice if you'd back me up here." 


Fuck. "When we ordered them, | thought it would be c-cute and fun, and harmless. Then, | got shot at. Now, I'm 
thinking it wouldn't hurt to be circumspect," | say carefully. 


"Thanks so much," Lars snarls. "Motherfuckl" 
"Look Starz, deal," James growls. "The last time we tried one of your big ideas, we got into this mess." 


Oh, fuck. This is about to get ugly. | should walk out, but there's a certain fascination, like watching a train 


wreck in slow motion 
"What the hell are you talking about?" Lars' eyes darken. 
"Barbara Walters wants to talk to Kirk, come on, James, look at the publicity!" James mimics. 


"You cocksucker! | apologized for that. And what about you, Mr. Holier-than-thou? | got us outed, you nearly 
got him killed!" 


James flinches, and for a moment, | hate Uli. "If you weren't so worried about our goddamn tour, maybe he 
could have had time to heall" 


"Oh, don't put that shit on me," Uli fires back. "| did every fucking thing | could. You're the one who was too 
drunk to believe me when | told you how fucked he was. And somebody has to worry about our goddamn 


image!" 


"Well, if somebody wasn't so busy making us look like a bunch of pansy assed sellouts," James roared back. 


"Then we wouldn't have image problems!" 


"Don't even start that shit," Lars growls. "I don't have any trouble getting to sleep at night over the sell out 
shit. How about you?" 


‘Of course you don't! They already think you're a cold heartless shark! How could sellout be any worse?" 


"| did what | had to," Lars yelled back. "Did you want our goddamn masters flying around the net?" 


Jason, bless the dumb shit, tries to step in. I'm not that crazy. I've seen them like this once before. It was the 
night Uli pointed out that it was time to audition new bassists. 


James freaked, and we had some of the most creative insults ever invented flying around the room. A week 


later, we had Jason, so three guesses who won. 
"Lars, James, this isn't helping anything," Jason ventures. 


"You don't really give a fuck about our fans, do you?" James growls. "They're just wallets with a mouth to 


you, aren't they?" 

That's more than enough for Lars. He lunges towards James, fists clenched. 

| see Jason moving, but there's no way to stop him. Well, fuck. 

In half a second, Jason's on the floor where Lars shoved him, and the Terror Twins are neck deep in a brawl. 


Its the look in Jason's eyes that does it to me. He doesn't deserve this, doesn't deserve to have that 


uncertain, frightened look in his eyes. 


He's never dealt with this, doesn't realize that by the time the sun rises, they'll be bruised, battered, and 
laughing with each other over a plate of food. 


| walk over, offering my hand to Jason. "Come on, we'll leave them to their tussle." 
"But-" 
"T-Trust me Jason" | smile as he comes to his feet. "Go wait outside for me, we'll grab dinner or something.’ 


He nods slightly, heading for the door. As soon as the door closes, | scoop up the ice bucket, and fling it, and 
the contents at James and Lars. 


Its mostly water, but there's enough ice to sting already bruised, abraded skin They yelp, turning to look at 


me, bewildered 


| hate to interrupt, but | just thought you'd like to know that Jason and | are leaving." I'm so pissed | could 
spit nails, but it's cold fury. Instead of fucking up my speech, it seems to make it easier. 


They nod, dismissing me, and turning back to each other. "I'm not fucking done," | snap. "When you're done 
pounding on James, you can try to decide how you're going to make up with Jason for slamming him on his 


ass. And one other thing." 


| take a step closer, and the fury erupts. "If | ever hear either of you using me as a weapon against the other 


again, Ill gut you both. If you want to have a free for all, have at it, but don't fucking bring me into it!" 
| wish my knee was good enough to stalk out. As it is, | manage a mangled flounce, | think. Not real impressive. 
Gio smiles faintly, applauding as | come out the door. "Eavesdropping, G?" 


"Part of my job. If they went after you, I'd need to know, so | could intervene. Come on, Jason's already in the 


car. 


The implication is clear. Wherever we go, Gio's going with us. | smile. Wanna bet? 
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| walk to the car, sliding in next to Jason. He's obviously upset, looking around like he feels trapped. | touch his 
shoulder and lean close, speaking softly enough that only he'll hear. "We're going to lose Gio, then we'll go 
somewhere and talk." 

He nods, giving me a grateful look. "lm kind of hungry." 

| grin, knowing exactly where to go. "Patty O's?" 


He nods slightly. "Perfect." 


Gio gives me a vaguely suspicious look, but doesn't say anything. In a few minutes, we're at the edge of 


Bourbon, near one of the entrances to the patio cafe. 


They have great food, which we take liberal advantage of, eating like its our first meal of the day. Finally, as 


we're finishing, | slide the wrought iron chair back, and look around. 
"Where was the bathroom in here, Jase? l'm all turned around" 
Jason takes the hint, coming to his feet. "Right through here, I'll show you." 


Gio starts to get up, but a roll of my eyes stops him. "G, it's right over there, just past the fountain. | think | 
can make it that far without supervision" 


I'm lying, and from the look in his eyes, he knows it. He hands me a small walkie talkie. "If | call you on that, you 


answer, understand?" 
"lm going to the bathroom, Gio." 


"Uh-huh." He shakes his head. "We passed a bathroom coming in, Quirk" He eyes me darkly. "Stay in well- 


populated, well lit areas, and don't get hurt. James and Lars would kill me." 
| smile softly. Gio always has known me too well. "Thank you, G." 


He shrugs. "I still say this was easier when you were neurotic. Keep in touch with me, if you go anywhere 


other than the Quarter, let me know, so | can stay close. If James or Lars asks, | lost you, though." 


With a smile, Jason and | hurry out of the restaurant, tossing a couple bills on the table. In no time flat, we're 


on our way down towards the river. 

No one really pays us any attention. We're just more tourists in the Quarter, no one important. 

A few minutes walk takes us to Cafe Du Monde. It's not that crowded tonight, too cold for most people. We 
slide into a table, and | look at Jason. He's been too quiet, to placid. It's like he's not really there, like the real 
Jason sunk quietly into himself. 

"You all right?" | ask. 

He silently shakes his head. 

Well, ask a stupid question. 

The waitress comes over, and | order two coffees, and a plate of beignets. 

"Talk to me, Jase." 

"We're done, aren't we," he says flatly. 

"What?" 

"Metallica. 

| smile slightly. "No. We're not done, Jase. Not by a long shot." 

"But, if the two of them start ripping each other apart, then." His voice trails off. 

"Jase, look at me. This doesn't happen often, only in times of extreme stress. We survive it, though." 

‘Its happened before?" he asks. 

Oh yes. Right after Cliff died, they had one worse than this. James accused Lars of being a heartless bastard, 
Lars accused him of being a pansy, it wasn't pretty. He never got it checked, but I'm pretty sure Lars broke 
his nose that night 

Jason looks at me with horrified fascination. "What did you do?" 

| blush a little. "Mostly, screamed. After the first twenty minutes, | got tired of doing that, so | went and 


drunk myself stupid. By the time | got up the next morning, they were fine, splitting a plate of waffles and 
laughing." 


"They can't argue like normal people?" 


"Jase, they're not normal. Lars bottles so much up, when he blows like this, he has to take it out physically. 
James too. I'm surprised they haven't blown before now. Tomorrow, they'll be fine." 


He shakes his head. "Damn, we're fucked up." 

"There was ever any doubt?" 

He smiles tiredly. "Can | ask you a question, Kirk?" 

"What do you need to know?" 

"When you and Lars used to play around, you know, the S€M stuff.did you like being his sub?" 
Well, | hadn't expected that question. "Uh..." 


"l'm sorry, | shouldn't have asked" Jason studies the table, making patterns in the spilled powdered sugar with 
a fingertip. 


"Jase, | think you have the wrong idea, there. | didn't sub that often Usually, it was Lars who liked to sub." 
"Then why.." his eyes darken with confusion 

"Oh, god. You saw that damn tape, didn't you." 

"Yeah," he says. 


"That's not the way it normally was, Jason" | can feel the blush creeping up my cheeks. "Uh..that was kind of 
my birthday present.” 


The look Jason gives me only makes me blush more. "You wanted to have your ass paddled?" 

"Once in a while, yeah," | mutter defensively. "What we did was in direct proportion to what the b-band was 
doing, usually. If things were going well, Uli wasn't wheeling and dealing, he was d-dom. If he was doing the little 
dictator routine with the band, he liked to be dominated, and | can't believe we're having this discussion" 
Jason has the grace to blush a little. "Please, don't stop there. Go on" 


"What is there to tell?" 


"What did he like?" 


"Jason." 
"Please, Kirk. | know I'm not making him happy in bed," he says painfully. "Did he say anything about it?" 


"He said you were being pretty.pliable. Letting him do what he wanted." | sigh. This is so utterly fucked up. Do | 
look like Doctor Ruth? 


"| guess that's true. | don't know what l'm supposed to do, though. | don't want to piss him off," he says. 


"Jase, go back to the room, flip him on his back and just fuck him. Hold his hands above his head, don't let him 
touch himself, growl a little and tell him that he's yours, and he'll be happy.” 


He shrugs. "I try that, but | always chicken out. What if he doesn't like it?" 


How can he be this fucking dense? "Trust me, Jase, he'll like it" | glance around the cafe, it's getting a little 
more crowded. "Let's take a little walk, if we're going to t-talk about this." 


We order a coffee to go, and wander up the nearby ramp, onto the Moonwalk overlooking the Mississippi. It's 
beautiful at night, and basically deserted, but close enough to the crowds to be safe. 


Jason stares out at the water silently for a few minutes. "I don't think he trusts me," he says suddenly. 
"Of course he does, Jase. He loves you.” 


"I know he loves me. | don't think he trusts me enough to let me take control, though. When | try, he just flips 


me over, and | end up being fucked" 
| sigh. "Jase, this is Lars. He's not going to hand you the reins. You've gotta take them if you want to top." 
ls that what you used To do?" 


| nod slightly. "He used to wake up with handcuffs on" | smile a little at the memory. "He'd cuss and b-bitch, 
right up until I'd spank him. Then, he'd be wriggling and begging for more." 


Jason's eyes are huge. "| don't think | can do that." 


‘tm not talking about hurting him, Jason Just a little slap, enough to sting, make his ass a little pink, but 
nothing that'll last more than a few seconds." | slap my hand against my thigh, demonstrating. 


"That's it?" 


| could lie to him, leave out the other stuff. "That, or occasionally a little paddle, was all Lars ever needed." 


"But you needed more." 
| should remember that Jason's smarter than we give him credit for. "Sometimes." 
"Why?" 


"The same reason | was doing shit last year. That kind of pain is easier to handle than the real kind of pain" | 


hesitate, wondering if | should finish that statement. Why not? "Then again, you know that." 
"Huh?" 
"Isnt that why you've been letting Lars treat you like that? So that you don't have to think?" 


To my surprise, he shakes his head with a bitter little laugh. "Kirk, trust me. You don't know what you're 
talking about" 


Its nothing to be ashamed of, Jason" 
"Kirk, its not that." 

"No?" 

"No." 


"Then what is it? Come on, Jason. Something's been bothering you, and you're letting it eat away at you. Talk to 


me. 
His laugh is low, bitter. "What is there to say, Kirk?" 

"Whatever you want. This isn't you, Jason. If you don't talk to someone, you're gonna crack." 
"This from someone who knows," he mutters. 


"Exactly." I'm not going to let him think that if he just insults me, I'll let him back me down. "lm probably not 
the person you want to talk to. | know I'm not the one you need to talk to. But I'm the person who's here." 


"And thats a good reason? Fuck, you couldn't come up with something better?" Jason's laugh is a parody of 


the person l'm used to. 


"Yup. That's my reason. Look, if you think that letting Lars dominate you is going to make the guilt over Bob go 


away..." 


His laugh is low, bitter beyond anything | could have imagined. 

"Jase, | know it's been tough for you-" 

"Is that your clinical opinion, Dr. Hammett?" 

"Yes, that's what | think" As | reply, it briefly occurs to me that | am on the bridge with a murderer. It might 


not be good to piss him off. As soon as it comes, | force the thought away. This is JASON. He's. Jason Sweet, 
gentle... 


Oh, my God. 
| almost don't need his answer, but it comes anyway. "You stupid fuck, | didn't kill him!" 


The ground beneath my feet seems to fall away for an instant before coming back up under me, and | grab 


the railing tightly. "If you didn’t do it, then why did you let us think." 


Jason shrugs. "I figured that Lars had enough on him without that, too. You know James would have ridden him 


about it, where for me, he's never said a word" 
But.. "You think Lars did it?" 


Jason shoots me a "well, duh" look "If | didn't do it, then yeah, I'd guess that it was the only other conscious 
one. He felt so guilty, responsible for you being hurt even more by Barbara, and then, in the studio.when he 
saw how Bob had been treating you, must have been treating you for years..'ve never 

seen Lars that upset" 


| shrug a little, fighting the urge to flinch at the memory. | will not let that rule me any more. "l know he was 
pretty pissed," | allow. "Bob ripped into him, too." 


"Is that what you think?" After a second of meeting my unwavering gaze, he shook his head. "Of course that's 
what you think. Why wouldn't you?" 


"Jase-" 


"No, Kirk We didn't know. | mean, we knew you and Bob had personality issues. Uli'd sat in on some of them," he 
added, raking his hand through short hair. "But none of us had any idea of how he treated you when we 


weren't there." 


| watch as he sighs, taking a deep breath. "Lars completely reamed Bob out before he fired him, told him that 
if he'd known how he was riding you, he'd never have let it go on. None of us knew, because you wouldn't let 


us stay in the room while you recorded." 


"Uli was around for the beginning of the black album," | mutter. "He was riding me then" 


"Yeah, but that wasn't that bad, just a little taunting. And you have to admit, you were completely unprepared 


to record." 
| shrug. "A little. But | didn't hear him bitching out you when you completely botched the bassline on Wolf." 


Jason considers for a moment. "You're right. I'm sorry we didn't pick up on it. You shouldn't have had to put up 
with it, and we should have listened to you." 


Wait a minute. Weren't we talking about something prior to this? Like who offed our ex-producer? "Jase, we 


have a little problem. | don't think Lars killed Bob." 


"Kirk, if it wasn't me, it had to be him. He wasn't there when | got back, was gone for a good forty minutes. 
He'd just gotten back when you came to." 


"Yeah, but part of the reason he's been so weird lately is that he was having trouble reconciling the you he 
loves with a murderer. | don't think he did it," | repeat. 


"Then who the fuck did?" 

"How should | know? | was unconscious! Is it p-possible that James." | can't even voice the thought 

Jason shakes his head. "Nah, | was checking on both of you the whole time. He was out" 

The sigh of relief slips out without a thought. "You need to talk to Uli, Jase" 

"Ive tried He always brushes me off!" 

| shake my head slightly and crook my finger. "C'mon, Jase. Time for you to learn the art of persuading Lars” 
"What?" | don't think Jason could look more shocked if | offered to suck him off 

"Nothing like that, Jase. Just t-trust me" | limp back towards the quarter, towards the seedier areas. A 


quickly hailed cab later, we're pulling up in front of a neon lit store advertising everything from peep shows 


down to live sex acts onstage. Gio would choke on his beret if he knew we were here. 
"Uh..Kirk?" 


‘Its okay, Jason You asked me to tell you how to make Lars happy in bed, right? Trust me, some of this'll 
make him happy." | half drag him in, guiding him through the lurid displays to the bondage counter. 


| probably shouldn't be enjoying how much this is shocking him quite so much. 


It doesn't take long to get him properly outfitted. For the hell of it, | toss in a couple of things for myself, too. 
Can't hurt to ask James if he'll play. 


As we're heading back to the cab, the walkie talkie crackles. "Kirk?" 
"Yeah, Gio." 


"You might want to head back soon. The terror twins are done fighting, and James is freaking about you being 


missing, Lars is passed out facedown on the sofa, still mumbling about calling in the lawyers to look for you." 
"The lawyers?" 

Gio sighs heavily. "I didn't ask. | don't want to know." 

"Got it. We're on our way, G" 

Jase shakes his head. "What a fucked up pair." 

| nod slightly, unable to suppress a smirk "This is your chance, you know." 

"Huh?" 

"You can have him tied up when he comes to. Best cure for hangovers in the universe." 

Even in the dim light, | can see Jase blushing. "I don't think." 

"Come on, Jase, give it a try. And while you've got his attention, why not talk to him first?" 


The cab takes us back to the Monteleone, where Gio's waiting at the curb. "Thank you. | was beginning to think 
that I'd have to sit on James." 


| shrug. "Not a problem, Gio." 
On the elevator ride up, Jason gets progressively more nervous. "I don't think | can do this, Kirk" 


"Trust me, Jase. Just do what you feel comfortable with. Even if all you do is put the handcuffs on him and 
tease him a little, he'll be happy." 


He shoots me a dubious look, but nods as the elevator doors open. | smile, wandering into our room. "James?" 


| blink, looking around the room. Its lit dimly by an oversized nine wick candle, casting flickering shadows. 


"Do you like it?" The voice is smooth, sensual..and not at all drunk. 
"Gio lied, huh?" 


"Not entirely. | WAS worried about you, and Lars and | DID fight and make up." The chuckle slides over my 


nerves like warm velvet. "Then, after Gio confessed that you weren't all that lost, we plotted” 
"Oh really? What did you plot?" 


His hands brush my shoulders, sliding down my arms lightly, leaving goosebumps in their wake. "We decided 


that we owed our respective partners an apology for being dicks." 

As though on command, | hear Lars exclaim sharply from next door. James looks up. "What the fuck?" 

| turn, wincing at the swollen nose and bruise darkening on his jaw. "Well, baby, while you two were plotting, so 
were we. Sounds like Lars is about to reap the benefits." | blink, my eyes sliding down, over his body. His naked 


and ready body. 


James grins darkly, bending to kiss me. "I'm sorry we were dicks, Kirk," he whispers. "Let me make it up to 


your" 

| grope blindly in the bag. "You can do that," | growl back, pulling out a little leather strip. 

James jumps a little as | slip the cock ring around him, then growls. "Went shopping, did we?" 

| smirk. "Yup. Wanna see what else | got?" 

"Maybe." 

| grin, pulling out a soft length of cloth and slipping it over his eyes. "Will you let me play, James?" 


Before he can answer, there's a sharp noise from the next room, a slap of skin on skin. It's followed by the 


sound of Lars' voice, low and desperate. 


The slaps continue for a minute, slow, measured, broken only by Lars' begging. James lifts the blindfold, looking 


at me curiously. "You're not planning on doing that, right?" he asks, just a trace of nervousness in his voice. 


"Nope. You're too big to spank" | smirk at him, running my fingertips over his chest. "I have plans for you, 


though." 
‘I'm all yours, baby." 


| smile at that, a lazy, genuine grin. “Glad to hear it. Now, go lay on the bed" 


In the next room, Lars' voice goes up an octave, soothed by Jason's soft growl. Sounds like he's figured out 
how to be a dom. 


James shakes his head, laying on the bed. "I don't even want to know.’ 


He nearly jumps off the bed as a sharp "thunk" resounds through the room, followed by another, and another, 
settling into a hard rhythm. 


"Jesus Christ," James curses. 


| grin, nudging the blindfold down. "Relax, love. I'll take your mind off them." | grin as | pull out the miniature cat 


o' nine tails. 
It's going to be a fun night. 


The next morning, I'm woken up by the smell of tea under my nose. My body is telling me that its way too 


early to be conscious. 

"Hej, dick Wake the fuck up. You've got an interview in twenty minutes." 

"Wha?" 

‘Interview, radio? You?" Lars repeats. 

"Shit. In studio, or phone?" 

"Phone." He sighs. "Didn't you look at the fucking schedule?" 

‘Not really. You and James were too busy comparing testosterone levels." 

He has the grace to blush a little. "Yeah, sorry about that. We were being pretty dickish, huh?" 
"Y'think?" 


He shrugs slightly. "After you and James finish the press shit today, we all need to sit down and talk. Really 


talk," he stresses. 
| nod slightly. "Did Jason ever get around to talking to you last night?" 
The blush darkens. "Yeah, we talked." 


| can't help the grin that comes to my face at that blush. "Did you have fun.talking?" 


"Fucker." He ducks his head. "Kirk? Thanks. | really. appreciate it. Of course, if Jason didn't do Bob, and | didn't 
do Bob, then who the fuck did?" 


"Fucked if | know," | groan, rolling upright. "Where's James?" 


"He has a stint with the local morning news, he left about an hour ago. Told me to tell you that he figured you 


needed your sleep, so he didn't wake you." 
| toss the covers back, and Lars snickers. "Ah, | see." 


| look down, rolling my eyes. James got a little..enthusiastic last night. I've got a nice pattern of 


hickeys on my hips and thighs. 
And he hasn't even seen the fingernail marks on my shoulders. 
What can | say? I'm just that good. 


A shower later, I'm sitting on the bed, phone in hand, talking to a station in Seattle. | don't mind doing these 
interviews. The radio DJ's helped to get us where we are today. 


It goes pretty much as | expected. A little joking around, a couple questions, though they shy away from asking 
the tough ones. They've got a couple of people in-studio, doing trivia questions for tickets to the show next 
week 


Sad thing is, | can't answer some of these questions. Our fans can, though. Best in the world. 


This is why we'll never do another co-headlined tour. GER taught us far too well the difference between Met 


fans and other fans. | still say, if it had just been us in Montreal, there wouldn't have been a riot. 


I've seen our fans react to news delivered by us. One growled command by James or Jason will snap them in 


line. 


I'm looking forward to this concert in ways that | haven't in years. After the rape, | was so desperate to get 


back on tour, but | wasn't looking forward to it. | just wanted to escape. 

Now, l'm looking forward to getting back onstage, playing for the sheer joy of it. 

After the interview, | head out, grabbing a bagel and settling down to watch James on the AM news. 

The anchor is one of those young Ken dolls, the kind you can tell is bucking for network news. He asks some of 


the most pointed, nasty questions in the world. l'm proud of James, he holds his temper, offering that 


disarming smile and dancing around the questions neatly. 


| make a mental note of some of the answers, figuring how to rephrase them in my own words. I've got a 


bunch of interviews today, and not all of them will be as kind as the first. 


| glance at the schedule Lars has put on the table and sigh. In studio, noon news. Rehearsal, one thirty. 


Telephone interview, GuitarWorld, four. Rehearsal, six thirty. Interview, Dateline NBC, eight thirty. 
Tomorrow doesn't look any better. If this is what Lars normally does, he deserves a raise. I've got a wakeup at 
seven to do an in-studio with the local rock station, then the noon news. After that, it's soundcheck, then a 


radio interview with the drive time crew, then.it's showtime. 


I'm just glad Saturday's a little quieter. | have a feeling we're not going to bed until dawn. If the concert goes 


as well as I'm hoping, at least. 

Oh well, time to go get dressed. What to wear, what to wear? 

| finally decide on a nice pair of leather pants, the obligatory black t-shirt and a slightly dressy black coat. It 
says metal without being too aggressive about it. If | get the ambitious KenDoll, then I'll be intimidating enough, 
but if | get the sweet little MaryJo Southern Belle type it won't freak her out. 


Its a fine line, but its a good way not to piss off anyone. I'll change before | do the in studio for Dateline. 
That'll be the tough questions. 


Ive already asked the others to stay at the hotel. l'm not having another fiasco. If | can't handle it, then l'm 


the one who sinks this time, not all of them. 


| don't think they'll get nasty, really. They're going to try to win some huge points with the world by showing 
that they know how to ask the hard questions, but still stay respectful. 


It ought to be interesting. 


Gio's waiting for me in the car, he'll be my shadow today. Since my schedule's pretty public, l'm glad he'll be 
there. 


We're greeted at the studio by a small hoarde of fans, cheering, waving signs, and generally giving the studio 
security a stroke. 


“Think I'd be safe greeting the meat?" | ask. 
Gio glances around. "Do the interview, and I'll see what | can work out." 


| nod, letting myself be led into the building. 


I's a lovely studio, not the coldly impersonal ones l'm used to seeing in these towns. l'm introduced to the 


anchorwoman, a sweetly rounded blonde named Blanche. Could she be any more Southern? 


We talk a little before the show while they're trying to match my skin tone to a pancake makeup. | get the 
feeling they don't get too many ethnic people through here. 


They finally settle on just using a little of the bronzer they have to make their resident KenDoll look like he's 
glowing with health. It gives my skin an even more golden cast, making the smudge of eyeliner more noticeable. 


| like it. | look..exotic. 


Blanche warns me about a couple of the questions she'd like to pose, asking my permission on them. | give it 


happily, but do ask that she put a less personal question between it and any band questions. 

James wants a distinct line between Metallica and our personal lives, and I'll follow his wishes. 

During our talk, Blanche lets it slip that the only reason she got the interview is because the KenDoll thinks 
that entertainment news, especially heavy metal, is beneath him. She, on the other hand, is a fan, and was 
thrilled 

Right before we go on air, | promise her an interview that will make him sorry he didn’t rethink his position. 


How l'm going to do that in five minutes, | have no idea. 


They cut to us briefly during the intro, just letting the audience know that I'm in the studio, and the KenDoll 


does his news spiel. 


When it's time to cut to Blanche, he gets a little sneer on his perfect face, makes me sorry James isn't here 
to knock it off. "And now, we go to Blanche Tate, who is joined by the controversial lead guitarist of Metallica, 
Kirk Hammett." 


Blanche smiles easily as the red light flicks on. “Thank you, Chad. Mr. Hammett, I'd like to thank you for joining 
us Today." 


| offer her my best smile. “Thank you, Ms. Tate, and please, call me Kirk" 


She smiles back, before launching into the first question. "The events of the last year have been well 


documented for you, as well as for the band. How are you coming along now?" 


"Personally, I'm doing really well. I've got a few lingering effects from the thankfully botched suicide, | did some 
nerve damage to my left leg, and some d-damage to the speech centers of my brain It's the reason for the 
occasional stutter." | offer a lopsided smile. "Of course, | used to stutter from nerves when I'd speak in public 


anyway, so its not that b-big a difference." 


She smiles in return. "And how is the band recovering from the events of the year?" 


"We've had some problems here and there, but for the most part, we've all been supportive of each other. It 
amazes me, how forgiving they all have been, especially Jason. He had every reason to hate me, but he's been 


wonder ful." 
"And how have the public responded to your forced coming out?" 


That brings a different smile, one that | usually see on Lars’ face. "Aside from the people protesting outside 


our concert hall and the psycho who shot at us, people have been wonderful." 
"And Metallica's fans? Do they seem to care that their favorite metal band is gay?" 


| shake my head. "Metallica has always been about one thing. Music. Loud, intense, in-your-face metal. It's 
endured through firestorms of criticism when we cut our hair, when we did a couple of ballads, and itll endure 
through this one. Our fans know that. We're not slowing down, we're not any less metal. | think that helps. All 
of our fans may not share the same views as we do, but the music isn't a part of that." | 

consider how to sum up what I'm trying to say. "Metallica has always been greater than the sum of it's 


parts." 


Blanche nods again. "Now, earlier you mentioned the attempt on your lives at the golf course yesterday. It's 


not the first attempt on your life, correct?" 
‘Correct. The first one was last year, our pyros were tampered with by our former recording tech, Randy 
Staub." She didn't go over this particular question with me, but she did ask permission to ask about Bob's 


murder, so | guess that's what we're leading up to. 


"And can you give me your feelings about Mr. Staub's recent conviction and sentence to life without parole in 


the murder of your former producer, Bob Rock?" 

| blink. "Wh-when did that occur?" 

"Back in January." 

"Ah. | was unconscious at that point. | actually wasn't aware that the trial had already been held" 

"Now that you know, what are your feelings on it?" 

"I feel sorry for Randy in a lot of ways. He was just the victim of his upbringing, that said g-gays were evil. 
Just the same, he tried to kill not only the band, but our fans, too. I'm glad he's somewhere that he can't do 


anymore harm." | nod soberly, making my eyes a little wider, a little earnest. | should get a fucking Oscar in 


acting. 


"After you finish up this tour, what are Metallica's plans?" 


| smile, glad to be on solid ground. "We're going to finally get back in the studio, get another album out, maybe 
by the end of the year, if we get on it" 


"And how will you cope with the loss of Bob Rock as your producer?" 

| think very carefully before | open my mouth. "A great deal of Metallica's sound was partially inspired by Bob. 
tll be strange for us to be in the studio without him, but | think, just like with every other obstacle, we'll 
come out stronger than ever. l'm sure we'll miss his creative input, though." 

She smiles slightly. "And personally?" 

| manage to fight back the urge to snarl. "Bob and | had a lot of creative differences. | tend to be spontaneous, 
he liked predictability. It's not that one of us was right where the other was wrong, but it made for some 
tense sessions here and there." 

She smiles brightly. "Before we go to commercial, is there anything else you'd like to add?" 

| nod slightly. "I'd just like to extend Metallica's deepest appreciation to the city of New Orleans, and all it's 
wonderful people. And a special thank you to the people at the Hotel Monteleone, who have made our stay so 


comfortable." 


She wraps it up, thanking me, and we cut to commercial. "| hope you don't mind my throwing in those couple 


questions?" 
| shrug. "Not a big deal." | glance up as Gio comes to my side. "Figure anything out?" 


He nods, motioning for me to follow him. Bidding Blanche an easy farewell, | follow him down the hall. We're well 


away from the people before he speaks. "I convinced the station manager to let you use an empty set” 

| smile brightly. "Thanks, G. You're a doll” 

He shakes his head with a smile of his own "Come on, Hammett, let's go feed your ego" 

"That is not why Im doing this," | say loftily. Then, | grin "That's just the incredibly cool fringe benefit" 

A roll of his eyes later, we head into the small studio. There's only about a dozen and a half of them, so | take 


my time, talking to them, answering their questions, most of which are a hell of a lot more probing than 


anything Blanche would have dared to ask 
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I'm a little late for rehearsal, but | still beat James by half a minute. "I saw your interview on the news," he 


grins. "Nice job." 
"Thanks, baby." | lean in, kissing him gently. "I took my cue from you this morning." 
"Shall we practice?" he asks lightly, slipping his arm around me. 


"| do believe we shall" We push the door open, stopping open mouthed at the sight. Jason's taking to the whole 
top thing like a pro. 


Lars is mewling softly, his wrists held securely to the legs of the low stool that Jason has him bent over. 
Jason's teasing him with short little jabbing strokes, making him shudder with each motion 


Jesus, what the hell did they slip into Jason's Wheaties? He's leaning down a little, growling softly in Uli's ear, 
asking him if this is what he wants. 


Lars answer is incoherent, soft pleading noises slipping through the full lips. 


Jason seems to understand, thrusting hard, hips slapping against Lars’ ass. Then, he glances up, seeing us in 


the doorway and flushing darkly. 


James simply gives him a predatory smirk, slipping his arm around my waist and grinning as he draws me over 


to the sofa Lars glances up as we pass, and starts to squirm. 
"Oh, shit. C'mon, Jase, let me up." 


Jase looks at us for a moment, then seems to give a little mental shrug. "Not a chance, baby. | know you like 


being watched, don't you?" 
"Jase." A light smack on his hip makes Lars shudder, eyes closing in bliss. 


James sits on the couch, pulling me onto his lap with a grin Fuck, he's hard as a rock already. Where the hell 
is an almost forty year old getting this kind of stamina? 


Not that I'm complaining. But come on.l'd like to walk at some point in this century. 


His fingers slide up my sides, over my nipples, teasing the hard little nubs lightly through the thin fabric of 
the t-shirt. "Is this what you like, Kirk?" James growls. "Do you want me to tie your wrists and spank you?" 


| shiver, looking over my shoulder with a smile. "Why, do you think I've been naughty?" 
Is there a word more sexually charged than naughty? It just screams of hot and dirty fucking. 


James seems to think so, too. "Fuck yeah. You're always very naughty." If | didn't trust him completely, that 


smile would have me running for the fucking door. 
Before | can answer that one, he lifts me to my feet, unfastening my leather pants with an easy touch. | close 
my eyes, letting my head fall back as he leans in, kissing at the little "V" of flesh it exposes, nudging them 


down over my hips. 


My eyes snap open as something slips over my cock, tightening neatly around the base. That fucking cock ring. 


| look down, seeing the heat and lust in those blue eyes. And the playfulness, the willingness to try this. 
| bend quickly, kissing him hard. God, | love this man 


He nips at my lip, then tugs me down, across his knees so the head of my cock is rubbing against the seam of 
his jeans. | buck my hips, trying to thrust into the feeling, but his strong hands stop me. 


"Not a chance, Kirk," James growls softly. "You're going to be begging me to let you come by the time l'm 


done." 
| glance up as he shrugs out of his leather coat awkwardly. His fingers slide down, cupping my ass lightly. 


| gasp when the first slap lands, light, but with enough behind it to make it sting. | can feel the answering 
surge of heat in my cock, hips tilting into the sensation 


"You liked that, huh? You're a sick fuck, baby," he murmurs, the low purr of his voice another touch. 
Another slap, and I'm squirming. "Please, James.." 

His hand falls with some regularity, the sharp stinging blows making my ass feel like it's on fire. | love it. 
By the time he stops, I'm squirming, whimpering with need. My cock is throbbing, aching for his touch. 

He lifts me off his lap, and | can't help the smile that touches my lips. His eyes are wild, feral. Yeah, this is 


turning him on, too. | bend quickly, undoing his jeans, yanking them roughly down, and dropping to my knees. If | 
don't taste him, | think I'll go insane. 


He moans, that low, throaty sound as | sink down onto him, taking every inch of him into my mouth. He's so 


fucking sexy. "Kirk, oh fuck.that's it, baby. Harder, just like that." 


| can still hear Lars and Jase going at it, moaning and mewling like two cats fucking, but it doesn't matter. All 
that matters is James, making him feel good. 


Well, that and the throbbing between my own legs. | reach down, fingers closing on the quick release of the 


cock ring. 
"Don't even fucking think it, Hamlet," James growls. "It comes off when | say so, not a second before." 


| shiver, bringing my hand back up to his thighs. God, | love that growl. | tug his jeans down further, never 
breaking rhythm as he starts to pant, voice breaking. 


| get to hear the growl again as | lift my head from his cock, moving lower to nuzzle at his balls. 
"Kirk." 
"Scoot down a little, James. | want to taste you.” 


He moans, obligingly sliding lower, until he's slumped on the couch, one foot resting on the edge, offering me 


access. | take it, one hand lifting his balls, rolling them in my fingers, as | bend lower. 


| know James. That little patch of skin between his balls and his asshole is probably his most sensitive spot. | 
lick it, making little patterns over it with the tip of my tongue. 


The noise James makes is half growl, half moan, all Hetfield It arrows through my body, redoubling the aching 


of my cock 

He jumps a little when my lips fasten on the soft skin, sucking just hard enough to ache. 
"Jesus, of all the fucking places to put a hickey," he moans. 

| grin, turning my head enough to sink my teeth into his inner thigh. "Is that better?" 
"Please," he begs. 


Now if that isn't a certified aphrodisiac, | don't know what is. Having the Mighty Hetfield at your mercy and 
begging... 


With that evil smile intact, | lower my head, fingers parting his cheeks until | can see his little puckered 
entrance. | flick my tongue at it, feeling it twitch, feeling him shudder. God, | love this, love him. 


His hips buck hard as | start to tongue him in earnest, little flickering touches that make him squirm, his hips 
jerking in a steady rhythm. He's so fucking sensitive, | swear, | could bring him off with just this, if | didn't 
want him inside me so much that | can taste it. 

| lift my head regretfully, looking up at him with a smile. "Fuck me, James, hard and fast and deep." 

He's on me before | can take another breath, pushing me back onto the floor, kissing me desperately. 

| arch into him, my tongue warring with his, lips hard and needy. He yanks my leather pants off roughly, never 
breaking the kiss and tosses them. A little indignant yelp announces that they've probably hit Lars, but I'm not 
really caring because James is lifting my legs, and | can feel him sliding into me, slow even though he's got to 
be ready to explode. | reach up, grabbing the goatee, pulling him down for another long, gasping kiss. 


"Fuck me," | snarl. 


He nods, bracing his weight on his hands, and abruptly beginning to pound into me with all the strength in his 
body. 


Fuuuuck! I'm whimpering, begging him, screaming as each thrust rubs my prostate hard. Need to come, god, 


need to come now.. 


He doesn't last long, coming in a roaring rush inside me, head thrown back, eyes closed as his face goes slack 


for a moment. 


And then, he's panting, trying to regain his equilibrium as | squirm under him, the cock ring tightening down to 


near physical pain 
"James," | beg. "Please, please, let me come." 


His lips fasten around my cock sucking hard, and | scream at the stimulus, arching off the floor, pleasure 


shrieking through me. | can't quite pull it through, sobbing with need. 
Just as l'm about to kill him, his hand slides up to the ring, and | arch higher, back bowing. And then, with a 
click, it falls away, and I'm screaming, fingers digging into his shoulders, climax roaring through me like a 


fucking cyclone. 


James makes little happy noises, swallowing as | do my level best to crawl inside his mouth, cock first. | swear, 


that man wasn't breast fed long enough. 
He's certainly making up for it on my dick, though. And mind you, I'm not fucking complaining. 


Its forever before | relax back onto the floor, noticing for the first time how scratchy the carpet is under 


my ass. 


James is slumped between my legs, still nuzzling at my thighs, enjoying the leftover taste of me. | can't say 


that | mind. 


A soft noise makes us both glance over. Lars is squirming, trying to work his arms free. A soft Danish curse 


word slips out of his mouth. "Jason? Get off your ass and get me untied," he growls. 


Jason stirs, slowly coming to his knees. A quick flick of his fingers frees Lars, and Jase gathers him into his 


lap, ignoring the indignant snarls coming from Uli. 


After a moment or two, Lars settles against him, and | swear, | can hear the prick purring from over here. 


Finally, the wide jade eyes come to rest on James and |. "While we're all recovering, how about that talk 
James looks confused, but | nod. "Yeah, | guess it's time." Well, this should be fun. 

"| guess we should start by bringing James up to speed," Jason said hesitantly. 

“Bringing me up to speed?" 


"Yeah. | didn't kill Bob. | lied because | thought Lars had done it, and | didn't want you ragging him about it 


Once he starts, the words just tumble over themselves. 


James blinks at them slowly, processing the information. "| don't know which is more annoying. That you lied, or 


that you think I'm that vicious." 
Jason shook his head. "Not really, not anymore. Just that your sense of humor is..skewed." 


James shrugs slightly, nodding his head once to acknowledge that. "| guess that's true." He smiles that crooked, 
sweetly impish smile, looking at Lars. "So, it was Professor Ulrich, in the studio with the drumstick?" 


Lars flips him off, leaning his head against Jason. "Nope. Not a clue who it was, but it wasn't anyone in this 


room.” 


"Well, fuck. It had to be someone who knew him," James muttered. "You had to know him to want him fucked 


up that badly.” 
| can't help the startled laugh that slips out of my mouth. "And here | thought you were buddies." 


"Fuck no," James snorts. "He was a good producer, he got the sound we wanted, but he was a pain in the ass. 
And once | found out." The crystal blue eyes darken with anger. 


| touch his arm lightly. "It's all right, James." 


He smiles gently, eyes going back to their normal shade. "No, it isn’t, but I'll make it up to you, | promise.” His 
lips brush my cheek. 


There's something niggling at the back of my mind, one of those things that you just can't quite focus on. It'll 


come to me eventually. 


"Okay, next issue. Band shit," Jason mutters. "We've agreed to keep relationships out of Met, but you know the 


interviewers won't. We've already seen some of that with James’ interview this morning." 
James growls softly. "I wanted to deck that fucker.” 
| stroke his arm gently. 


"So, we need to decide now, just how much of that we're willing to share if pushed," Jason suggests. "Come up 
with a couple of stock answers." 


‘Considering that Kirk's on Dateline tonight, probably a good plan," Lars agrees. 
"| don't think they're gonna get pissy," | offer. "They saw the way the bottom fell out of 20/20's ratings." 


"No, they'll be good, but they're bound to ask about how your relationship with James is." Lars shrugs. "It's 
just one of those things." 


"Not to mention how the rest of us are getting along since you shot me," Jase agrees. 

"True. Okay, so what do we want to divulge, what don't we?" We all look at James with a questioning look 
"What? lm the God of Thunder, not of Gay-fucking-Protocol,” he snarls. 

"Yeah, but you're in charge of band image, so how much do you want divulged?" Lars says. 

"| don't know. Enough that they know we're on solid ground, but not enough that they know the gory details’ 


"So, Kirk, you can tell them that you're together, but not that you fuck like a pair of sex starved bunnies," 


Jason mutters. 
| stick my tongue out at Jason, who flips me off. 


"And I'd prefer that you leave the engagement out of it," James says quietly. "l'm not ashamed of it, but | 


have a feeling that could lead to massive backlash." 


| nod. "To be honest, | hadn't even thought of mentioning that. It's private." | glance over at Jason and Lars. 


"Any input on what l'm to say about your relationship if they ask?" 

Jason snorts. "And since Lars did his best impression of Starsky and Hutch at the golf course, they will" 
James chuckles softly, and Lars blushes. 

"What'd | miss?" 

"When the shooting started, Lars was on the other side of course, talking to one of the news stations. He 
bolted across the course, sid across the hood of the car, and shoved Jason down" James snorts. "That's 
about the time when | got hurt, trying to get him to hit the dirt" 

| can't help the laughter that bubbles up from my throat. The mental image of Uli is too much 

"Oh, shut up," Lars growls. "Pikslikker 

That just makes me laugh harder, of course, until lm nearly a boneless heap on the floor. 

"Prick" 

| snort, holding my stomach, giggling. "Ooh, please tell me that there's footage for the next fan cam?" 
Lars snarls as Jason and James nod. 

"Cool. Okay, so Jason and Lars are involved. Anything else | should mention, not mention?" | ask 


Lars shakes his head. "Nah. That's about it" 


"Cool. Band issues. Are we back to good now?" | look hard at Lars and James. "Or is this shit going to come 
back up?" 


They look at each other. "I think we're all right," James says carefully. "There was just some wounds that 
needed to be reopened before they could heal." 


| look at Lars, seeking confirmation. He nods slowly. "Yeah. It's going to take a while before we're completely 


back to normal, but | think the really nasty shit is behind us." 


"Good" It hurts to say the next thing, but | have to. "Before we close the subject, if there's anything else 


anyone needs to bitch at me for, now's your chance." 
Lars raises his hand, but | can see the impish light in his eyes. 


"What?" | ask. 


"You've gotten to be a bossy little fucker," he says. "I'm not sure | like it.” 

"Fuck you," | smile. "Gio's already said that | was easier to deal with when | was a flake." 
"He's right," Jason grouses. "You're way too perceptive now." 

"Fuck you, too." 


Jason's face changes slightly, becoming more serious. "There is one thing. | said some pretty vicious things the 


other night." 
| nod slightly. "And you meant every one of them." 
"At the time, yeah. But, they were things | shouldn't have said” 


| shrug. "I understand, Jase. | won't say they didn't hurt, but I'm the last one to condemn someone for lashing 


out when they're in pain. | perfected it" 


Jason snorts softly, touching his shoulder. "That's one way of putting it” | can see the raised weal of scar 


tissue where the bullet went in. 


| can't help the wince that crosses my face. "If | could go back in time and change just one decision, that would 


be it, Jason" 


He smiles wryly. "Much as | appreciate the sentiment, | would hope you'd go a little further back, and not walk 
into the Hideaway." 


| nod. "You're right. And that would probably take care of not shooting you, too." | smile slightly. "Unless you 
were doing that spastic thing. Then, | might just shoot you on principle." 


Jason grins, then leans forward to nip at Uli's shoulder. 

"What?" Lars jumps, smacking at Jason. 

Jason murmurs something softly in his ear that has Lars shaking his head. He says it again, more firmly. 
Lars sighs. "I'm sorry | pushed you back into touring so fast, no matter what you said. And, I'm sorry about 
the interview, and everything-" He looks so dejected, so much older. For the first time since I've known him, 


Lars looks beaten. Is this what he's been hiding, been keeping locked inside all along? "I really, really fucked-" 


"Lars, stop." For a moment, | think it's me that's spoken, then | feel James shift. "I said a lot of shit that | had 
no right to, but that doesn't make any of it true. None of what happened was your fault." 


"l'm in charge of-" 


"You're in charge of business, Lars. Not in charge of taking care of all of us," James says kindly. "You did what 


you could, what you had to. It's not your fault that Kirk and | were losing it" 


"Honestly, you're probably the only reason that | didn't crack up sooner and more spectacularly, Uli. You did 
your best," | smile. "You always do your best. We just don't back you up enough." 


James nods. "That ends, starting now. If we have a press thing, the whole band goes, period. None of this 
Napster garbage, where you have to take all the shit for all of us." 


Lars looks at me and | shake my head. "I didn't say a word to him, Uli.” 

"He didn't have to, you dumb prick. Do you think l'm blind? I've watched you the last two years, how much 
you've aged with all this shit, how your eyes got that dull, pained look when you had to deal with the MTV 
shits." 


The jade eyes spark, sharpening. "And you're just getting around to mentioning this why?" 


James smiles darkly. "Because l'm an asshole, and a coward. | didn't know what the response would be, but | 


should have guessed, and been there with you." 

"They wouldn't have booed then No one has the balls to boo the Mighty one," Jason snorts. 
"They don't realize who the really dangerous one is in the band," | snicker. 

Lars blirks as all eyes land on him. *Hey.or possibly thank you.” 


"Come on, Lars, you've singlehandedly kept an entire law firm in business," James smirks. Then, he touches the 


swollen lower lip. "And you're short, but you make up for it in viciousness." 

Lars flips him off, but he's smiling again "Okay, can we practice now, or is there other shit we need to cover?" 
"Practice," James agrees. 

| level myself off the carpet, pulling my pants back up. “If | must," | sigh dramatically. 

"You must, dick," Lars teases. "Or I'll go all Hetfield on your ass." 

"Hey!" James mutters. 


Practice goes well, the little amount of time we have to actually do it. Then, | have the interview/photo shoot 


with Guitar World and James has to fuck off for an interview with another magazine. 

| enjoy the interview with GW. The interviewer is the same one I've had before, and we're comfortable 
together. The gay shit doesn't bother him in the least. | give him a two hour interview in between the 
photographer snapping pictures and the makeup artists prepping me for the shots. 

Then, more rehearsal, whoopee. | just want the concert to get here already. 

After dinner, it's time to head down to the studio for the Dateline interview. 


James kisses me gently. "Are you sure you don't want us along?" 


"Nope. I'll be fine, baby. Gio'll be with me when I'm not on camera, and Tony'll be there to handle the businessy 
stuff" 


“That's not the part l'm worried about," he grouses. 

| kiss him again. "I'll be fine." 

Okay, so | may be lying through my teeth. I'm nervous as hell about this. They're going to ask questions | don't 
really want to answer, and it could go downhill fast. But.! won't drag them into this. Not again. They won't pay 


for my deficiencies. 


Lars grabs me as | walk out, stepping out into the hallway with me and pulling the door quietly closed behind 
him. "Kirk Are you sure you don't want us there? You don't have to do this alone." He touches my shoulder, 


gently rubbing it, 
| sigh. "Lars, it's not that | don't want you all there. I'll put on the happy face for James, but we both know 
this could get ugly again. If it does, | want to know that he's on the other side of the city, not somewhere that 


he can get into trouble." 
Lars starts to protest, but | cut him off. 


"If this doesn't go well, the only one who'll look bad is me. It's better that way." | lean in, kissing him on the 


cheek. "Thanks, Uli. I'll see you in a couple of hours." 
The elevator doors whoosh shut on the sound of his long suffering sigh. 


If Gio notices how nervous | am on the drive over, he has the decency not to mention it. Then, we're pulling 


into the studio lot, and | can feel my stomach tightening. 


| will do this, and | will do this with my head held high. With that thought in mind, | step into the warehouse 
that they've converted into a soundstage for the night. 


| hear Tony chatting with the producer, and then l'm being introduced to Stone Phillips, who flew out here just 


to interview me. Whoa, | rate. 


He's pleasant, not overly warm. Professional, | decide. | like that. It'll be easier to keep my guard up if he keeps 


it that way. 

The makeup artist fusses over me for a few minutes, then it's time to talk to Stone for the pre-air chat. 
His eyes don't miss a thing, how | shift in my chair, the way my hands rest tightly in my lap. 

"Nervous?" 

"Of course. | hate interviews, and | especially hate the ones where p-people will ask the t-tough questions." 


He smiles slightly. "I am going to ask the tough ones, make no mistake. | don't do fluff. But I'm not going to 


ambush you! 
"Thank you" 

"And when it's over, then, I'd like to talk to you again, when we're both done doing our job’ 
"About what?" 


He shrugs. "After the interview is over, I'd like to talk to you as a fan, instead of as an interviewer, if you 


don't mind?" 
| abruptly decide that | like Mr. Phillips. "| think we can do that" 


We spend a little more time doing the pleasant chat thing, just getting a feel for each other before it's time to 


take our places. 
They've set up furniture that looks vaguely like something that should be in James living room. Its oddly 
comforting. There's a pair of buttery soft leather chairs facing each other, complete with little glass end 


tables. One has a steaming mug of hot herbal tea. Tony's good to me. 


"We're on a fifteen second delay, so if you slip and curse, don't worry too much about it. Our sound crew is 
the best," Stone assures me. 


| nod, lifting my arm to let the one tech slip the microphone wire under my jacket to clip at the lapel. "Got it" 


Tonight, I've gone for a dressier look, black suit, black tie, dark blue-green shirt. It really accents my natural 
coloring, | think. 


Finally, I'm settled in, and we're ready. The producer counts down, and Stone smiles suddenly, that warm, 


welcoming grin that's been winning them viewers. 


The red light on the camera comes on, and he launches into an introduction of the segment, reminding them all 


of the events of the last year. On the monitor, | see the pictures flash onscreen as Stone describes them. 
| take a couple of deep breaths, forcing myself to calm down a bit. | will do this. 


And then, he's looking back at me, and | see the other camera's light flicker to life. | school my face into 


neutrality as the camera focuses on me. 
"Thank you for agreeing to join us tonight, Kirk" 
"My pleasure," | murmur, managing what | hope looks like a comfortable smile. 


"Is been a long year for the members of Metallica, and especially for you. | know you've told the story 


before, but can you take us back to the night of June 30?" 


| nod slightly, letting the smile fade. "We were in Mobile, Alabama for a concert that night. We'd had an early 
soundcheck, and had a few hours to kill. By that time, we'd been t-touring for a little over a month, and we 
were all starting to get a little stir crazy." 


"| don't know how familiar our viewers are with the rigors of a full-scale tour, so can you give them an idea 
of the schedule?" Stone asks. 


| smile wryly. "Friday and Saturday are the big show dates, those are usually done in larger venues that are 
within a short flight or a long ride of each other. For instance, the week before, we'd played in Oklahoma City 
on Friday, then hopped a jet to Dallas for Saturday. Sunday we headed up to Little Rock, to Memphis on 
Monday, down to Jackson, Mississipi on Tuesday, and Baton Rouge on Wednesday." 


| take a deep breath. "We had Thursday off to relax before a concert in New Orleans on Friday, then to Mobile 
on Saturday. That's actually a pretty good b-barometer of what our schedules were like this tour." 


Stone shakes his head. "It sounds exhausting." 


"IF is. Someone apparently forgot to remind our management company and Lars that we're nearing forty,” | 


smile. 
"That would be Lars Ulrich?" 


"Yes, drummer and song arranger extraordinare, and also the brain behind all the business parts of Metallica" 


He nods for me to continue. 


"Anyway, after five weeks of touring like that, we were starting to get a little tired of seeing each other. 


We're like a family, but like any other family, we argue. And when we're tense, and stressed.we argue more." 
"And you were arguing that day?" 

| shake my head. "Actually, | was trying very hard not to argue. Our bassist, Jason Newsted, and | were both 
getting stressed, so | decided to take a little drive rather than get into a fight over something stupid. So, | 
drove, and promptly got lost. Three hours later, | pulled over to a roadside bar called the Hideaway, for 
directions." 

Stone nods sympathetically. 

"In the meantime, I'd called Lars, but he couldn't find anyone who knew where | was. He wanted to bring up 
something about the concert, so | told him to hold on while | got my directions." | shrug. "I didn't have the 
slightest clue that | was walking into a stronghold of the Klu Klux Klan" 

"What happened then?" 

"To be honest, | don't remember a lot of the details well. | was choked, | do remember that. | remember 
struggling to breathe, thinking I'd die" | close my eyes, swallowing. "It's a horrible feeling. | still don't like to have 
my throat touched, really. | struggled, and they beat me, kicked me..and then, they shoved me facefirst over 
the pool table and raped me and forced me to perform oral sex." 

Stone nods again. 

"| don't remember the pain from that, really. | remember watching the blood and semen dripping from my 
mouth onto the felt. | guess | wasn't reacting enough for them.because they decided to violate me with a pool 
cue." | take a shuddering breath. "The last thing | remember is hearing my own voice, screaming. Then, | woke 
up in the hospital." 

"You'd been unconscious for quite a while at that point, correct?" Stone asks. 

"For a week," | confirm. "And another four days in a drugged haze." 


Stone quickly runs down the list of my injuries. "Of those, which was the worst?" 


"The ruptured vocal chords," | say instantly. "I was in agony, both physical and mental, and | couldn't give voice 


to any of it. | could write, but that took patience | didn't have at that point." 


"What do you remember thinking?" 


| sigh. "| remember being furious, at them, at myself, at the world in general, for making it a crime to look 


different. And | remember being afraid. Of everything.’ 
"I think that's understandable. Now, how did your bandmates react?" 


| smile. "They were incredible, always there when | needed them. | couldn't have asked for them to be any 


more understanding, any more caring.” 

"You spent some time at home, recovering," Stone prompts. 

"Right. In the meantime, there was a media frenzy going on over me. All | wanted to do was hide, but it wasn't 
happening. We'd been asked to write a new song for the Spiderman movie, something with a little ass behind it, 


so we headed down to LA. The media were all over the place, so we decided that | should do the interview with 


another news show." 
"We decided?" 


"Lars is the one who actually booked it, but we all agreed it was a good plan. The hostess was pretty well 


known for treating stars with kid gloves, it seemed like a good idea." 

"It didn't work out like you planned." 

"Not even close." 

"Tell me about that.” 

"It was all going pretty well, she'd given me a list of questions, and she was sticking to them." 

"Then, she deviated?" 

"In a big way." | try to figure out a way to put what | need to. 

Stone is quiet, letting me answer in my own time. 

"Metallica has stood for a certain attitude since it was formed. It still stands for that same attitude. We've 
always had the fear that if people discovered our sexuality, they wouldn't be able to look past it and see that 


nothing had changed" | shrug. "Unfortunately, she had some pictures that revealed that to the world.” 


One of the pictures in question, the more tame one, flashes onto the screen "What effect did the pictures 


have?" 


"The media went wild. We couldn't breathe without fogging a camera lens. We started getting death threats..it 


was horrible. In the meantime, | was still having panic attacks and claustrophobia, and horrible nightmares. | did 


something incredibly stupid. | started taking drugs, cocaine mostly, but also muscle relaxants." 
He nods. "And that helped?" 


‘In some ways. It made me more able to function for a time. The cocaine took away the fear, the inhibitions, 
and then muscle relaxants helped me come down from the high, let me sleep without waking up screaming and 
shaking." | smile wryly. "Of course, the cocaine also heightened the paranoia, not to mention 

making the Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder | thought I'd gotten rid of far worse, and the muscle relaxants 


made me even more depressive. All in all, it was a bad idea." 
"Then, the sex tape came out?" 


"Yes. It took something that was beautiful, and wonderful, the first time in a burgeoning romance, and made it 


something sordid, and tabloidish." 


"When you say romance, we should point out that we're talking about with your bandmate, Metallica lead 
singer, James Hetfield." 


| shrug, wincing inwardly even as | nod. "We're together, yes. Amazingly so, considering." 

"So, you're back on the road, and you're doing drugs, and how did it break down?" 

"Before we left LA, I'd purchased a handgun, for self defense. Yeah, bright thing to do. Let the druggie get a 
gun. I'd also stopped doing coke in favor of other stimulants. A mega dose of Ritalin seemed to work wonders. 
Anyway, it was a cycle. I'd get more spooked, so I'd take more drugs, which would feed the fears, and so on" 
"And how did it end?" 

| was getting more and more out of control, losing my temper, throwing tantrums. One night after a show, 
James and | got into an argument, and | decked him. Lars tried to intercede, and | took a swing at him. It wasn't 
until | was swinging at Jason that it occurred to me that | was becoming what | feared most, an abuser." 

"| took off, got a hotel room in some little dive. | thought I'd be able to think it out." 

"It didn't work, though." 

| sigh softly. "Not at all. | was still high, and incredibly paranoid. | tried to think, but my mind kept 

sp-spinning, | couldn't focus, so | laid in bed, in the dark and tried to sleep. What | didn't realize is that Lars had 
been on the phone with my credit card company, had convinced them that | was potentially in danger." 


"So they gave him the information of where you'd used it last?" 


| nod gratefully. "He was trying to keep James calm, so he sent Jason to get me. Jason wheedled a key out of 


the desk clerk, who was apparently a Metallica fan, and came up to talk to me" | pause for a second, gathering 


my courage. "He opened the door, and | panicked. | shot him." 
Stone nods slightly, waiting for me to go on 


"| was..a mess. They arrested me, arraigned me, and released me after about twelve hours. The entire time, | 


didn't know whether Jason was alive or dead, and | was covered in his blood" 


"Now you had said that you were having some Obsessive Compulsive Disorder symptoms earlier. That must 


have been difficult, not being able to clean up. 


"It was. It's amazing that | didn't try to claw my own skin off. When | was finally released, | called to find out 
how Jason was. I'd been spirited to another hotel room by our head of security, Gio." Okay, time to lie through 
my teeth. "At that point, he was in surgery, and no one knew anything. James and | argued again, and 


something in me just snapped." 
"That was when you tried to kill yourself?" 


| nod. "At first, all | wanted was to go home. Then, when | got there, | just couldn't take it anymore, | thought. 
You have to realize, | wasn't even close to sober at that point. I'm pretty much a wuss, so | couldn't see 


slashing my wrists, | didn't have enough drugs to OD, and | didn't have any sturdy rope to hang myself with." 
"So, you tried to drown yourself?" 


| nod. "It seemed like a good idea at the time. In retrospect, | was p-probably the stupidest idiot on the planet. | 
hooked myself to my heaviest amplifier, which is about eighty pounds, and flung it and me into my pool." | take 
a shuddery breath, remembering the fear. "I realized quickly that | didn't want to die, but it was too late, the 
more | fought, the quicker | used the oxygen" 


Stone nods slightly. "But you obviously didn't die." 


"No. As soon as Gio realized that | was gone, he called James." | smile slightly. "James realized how upset | had 
to be, especially after we argued. He flew in, got there probably ten minutes or so after I'd stopped breathing. 
To this day, | don't know how he got me and the amp out of my pool." 


| take a deep breath. "That was in early December. | was in a deep coma until the end of February. It was 
weird, though, | could still hear things here and there, | k-kind of d-drifted in and out of consciousness. Finally, | 
remember Lars at my bedside with Jason. Lars was jabbering away, the way he will" | grin, looking into the 


camera through my eyelashes. 


"Any of our fans will tell you that he's good at talking. So, | clapped my hand over his mouth to shut him up. 
After that, | came out of it pretty quickly. | did a month in an intensive inpatient therapy program, something | 
should have done from the start, and then | started rebuilding my life." | shrug slightly. "That brings us about 


up to today, | think” 

Stone nods. "There's something | noticed that you didn't mention, and I'd like to bring it up if | may. During the 
time while you were recording, your former producer, Bob Rock, was brutally murdered. I'd like to hear your 
thoughts on that." 

"Again, most of our fans know that Bob and | didn't always see eye to eye. He thought | didn't practice enough, 
| thought he had a stick up his ass." Hmmm..that wasn't very tactful. "But even with our differences, he was 
still a part of the Met family. We'd actually had a parting of the ways a couple of days earlier, when his ideas 
for the Spiderman song didn't match ours." 


"A disagreement that culminated in James punching him, correct?" 


"James has never been known for his sterling restraint," | smirk. "Of course, that meant that when Bob was 


killed, James was their prime suspect." 

"Now, his former assistant, Randy Staub, is in prison for that crime." 

| always thought he and Randy were close, so that came as a surprise." | shake my head. “The theory I've 
heard was that Randy wanted Bob to help him with rigging our pyros, and Bob refused. It's a horrible thing." 
And God, l'm glad it wasn't Jason. | don't think he could have lived with himself. 

"So, you think it was to keep him quiet?" 

"According to the police, Bob was murdered so brutally, that it had to be something personal. You just don't 


slice someone up like that because you're having a bad day, you do it because you want to take care of 


things-" | stop suddenly as a memory flits across my mind. Oh, holy shit. "In a very up c-close p-personal 


way." 

A snippet of a conversation just came back to me from a couple of days ago. Taking care of things.. 
"We owe you a big raise, Gio." 

"You have no fucking idea, Quirk." 

Oh. My. God. Gio. 


Gio killed Bob. 


And I'm on live television, and Stone is asking me a question ".months later, how is your relationship with 
James?" 


| smile, forcing my mind off murdering bodyguards. "James and | are doing quite well, thank you." 


"And how have the fans reacted to that?" 

| smile slightly. "I'd actually known for quite a while that some fans were seeing what was there better than 
they should have. There's entire online lists dedicated to writing fanfiction about it. From them, we've gotten a 
collective yeah, knew that." 

"Some of the fans haven't been as welcoming, though?" 

"Most have done well with it. That's what | was saying earlier. Metallica is separate from our personal lives. 
We've always known that if it came out we would lose some fans, but most of them are taking a wait and see 


approach. What we need to do now, is go in the studio and put out a killer album." 


Stone nodded. "Now, you've had an attempt on your life recently, as well as some problems with religious 


groups. What are your thoughts on that?" 

‘Obviously, it scares the hell out of me, that someone hates us enough to shoot at us, but it's still not going 
to change the way we do things. None of us go out without some sort of security, and you can bet at the 
concerts, security will be tight. But really, all you can do is be careful, and trust your people. And we all trust 
Gio and all of his people completely.” 

| shrug. "As for the Religious Right wing, it's not the first time we've tangled, it's not going to be the last. I've 
got better things to worry about than how people think | should live my life." | tilt my chin up a little, meeting 
Stone's eyes firmly. 

He nods, smiling. "Thank you for joining us this evening, Mr. Hammett. 


"Thank you," | say graciously, relaxing as he wraps up the telecast, teasing what will be on the next show. 


They cut to another camera, one showing the two of us, sitting there, from a little distance, and Stone smiles. 


"Your mic is off now. Nice job." 

| smile back, sighing my relief. "Thank you. You too. Thanks for not grilling me too much." 
"| promised | wouldn't ambush you, and | kept that word," he returns. 

"And, we're clear!" the director's voice comes through the studio. "Great work, people!" 
Applause rings out through the set as the bright lights dim. Fuck, | survived it! 

Damn, l'm good. 


| stand, slipping the microphone off my jacket and stretching. | turn my head from side to side, stopping with 


my head nearly sideways, staring at the slim figure leaning against the wall, blue eyes twinkling as he slowly 
applauds. 


| smile widely, taking a step towards Jason. 


A moment later, | hear the familiar staccato chatter, and my head whips around, meeting Lars' amused jade 


eyes. 


| smile at him, and he glances to his left, towards the other side of the studio. | turn, already knowing who will 
be there. 


And he is. He's leaning against the wall, looking utterly at ease in the bustle of people. My god, he's perfect. 
He's got those sperm-killingly tight jeans on, the black sweater that just looks so soft and touchable | want to 
bury my face against his chest: 


The blonde, spiky hair, the mustache, the goatee..he just screams "Come fuck me." | do believe | shall. Damn, 
you know, everything was worth it to look at him and know that he's mine. Until the next problem, at least. 


James pushes away from the wall, walking towards me with that smooth, catlike walk. | smile back, walking to 
the edge of the raised dais that the set is on It's only about eight inches off the ground, but it lets me look 
down at him, lets me rest my arms on his shoulders. 

He tilts his chin up, still smiling. "tm proud of you, baby," he murmurs, voice low, intimate. 

| can't help the idiotic grin that spreads across my face. l'm guessing this is what people mean by the words 
‘warm fuzzy." | bend, brushing my lips against his gently, just the barest brush of skin on skin "Thank you, 
baby." 


He lifts his head, and | see a surprising spark of anger in them. "I should whack you.Lars told me what you 


said about us not being here." 

| shoot a glance over at Lars. "Traitor," | mutter mildly. 

James growls, arms tightening around me a little. "The reason | agreed to stay away was because | didn't want 
you to think that | thought you couldn't handle it. | knew you'd do beautifully." He leans his head on my 
shoulder. "And, you did.” 


| see Stone standing to the side a little awkwardly, and | gently nudge James. He moves back, but to my shock, 
his hand stays on my hip. 


| offer my hand to Stone, and he smiles. "Thanks for a great interview, Kirk" 


"Thank you," | return with a smile. "You made it easy." 


"We aim to please,” he returns. 
| glance at James. "James, Stone, Stone, James." 
James snorts softly. "Wonderful intro, Kirk" He offers his hand. "Pleasure to meet you. You did a great job." 


We chat with Stone for a while, Lars and Jase eventually join us. We find out rather quickly that Stone is a 


huge Met fan. It never ceases to amaze me how many people like heavy metal. 


Just when you think you've got a handle on the average Met fan, you meet one that completely changes the 
rules on you. We offer Stone tickets, only to nearly fall over laughing when he pulls out a pair. He's a fucking 


ClubMet member. Oh, too cool. 
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Its after midnight when we finally fall into bed. | could live forever and still not find anything more right than 


the feeling of James pressed against me as we doze off. 


The next morning, | drag myself upright, getting dressed for my in studio with the local rock station. Fuck, | 


hate mornings. 

It goes well, | mess around with them, have a good time, really. Tony and Gio are with me, which I'm kind of 
sorry for. I'd like to talk to Gio alone. | look at him, and he's so fucking gentle with me, has protected me for 
more years than | can remember. 


And he's a murderer. How the fuck do you reconcile that? 


Now, | know why Lars was so freaked out, thinking it was Jason. It's disconcerting to think that someone you 
know is capable of that kind of violence. 


l'm so wrapped up in my own thoughts that | nearly run into the object of them. Gio taps me on the shoulder 
lightly. "Kirk, is there a reason you're trying to wander into the Ladies room? And if so, do | want to hear it?" 


| smile at him, but its strained. "Where'd Tony get to?" 

He shrugs uncomfortably. "He said he had to see to something." 
Something Gio doesn't want to tell me about, obviously. "Gio.." 

‘It's not a big deal, really." 

| just stare him down, giving him my best impression of a pissed off Lars. 
For a moment, | don't think it's going to work, then Gio sighs. 

‘Its really nothing, just a little problem over at WKGL this morning." 
"WKGL? Isn't that where James had an interview this morning?" 


Gio nods slightly. 


| sigh. "Tell me." 


"| don't know everything yet, just that the interviewer got pissy, pushed James a little too hard on something, 
and he lost his temper." 


Well, shit. "How bad?" 

"I don't know." Gio shifts his weight from foot to foot. "It sounded pretty ugly." 

"Fuck. Let's go." 

Even with the brace and the limp, Gio has to hurry to keep pace with me. "Kirk, what are you thinking?" 
"Nothing." | slide into the limo quickly, forcing a cheerful smile for the fans. 

The driver glances back with a smile. "To the warehouse, Mr. Hammett?" 

"Kirk. And no, we're going to WKGL." 

"Kirk," Gio growls, flipping the switch to raise the privacy glass. "Excuse us, please." 

He waits for it to slide shut before turning to me with a growl. "We are not going to the station” 
| nod calmly. "Yes, we are." 

"Goddammit, Kirk! James'll have my hide if | let you waltz into this." 


"If he wasn't such a p-pigheaded sonofabitch, you'd have been with him instead of me, and he wouldn't have 
gotten into this trouble!" 


"He worries about you," Gio says softly, trying another tack. 
"I know that. But it's a two way street. | worry about him, too. | know I'm not going to break," | snort. 


Gio eyes me for a moment, then nods. "No, you're not going to." He smiles slightly. "Never thought I'd see the 


day when you were the toughest out of all of them." 


| smile back. "Thanks, G." The smile fades after a second, as | try to figure out how to broach a difficult 
subject. "Fuck tactful," | mutter. 


"Huh?" 


"You killed Bob, right?" Well, that wasn't how I'd planned on asking it, but all right, | can work with it. 
"Yeah," he shrugs. 

"Yeah?" 

"What do you want me to say, Kirk?" His eyes sharpen. "Wait a second. You just figured it out?" 
"Last night," | confirm. 


"Oh, man. | thought everyone knew, and was just being tactful" He rolls his eyes. "Tactful. What the hell was | 
thinking?" 


| can't help but smile. "You're a putz, G." | sober a little, remembering that we *are* discussing the murder of 
a human being. "Why?" 


He shrugs. "| was doing my job. Protecting all of you." 
"By killing him? What happened?" 


"Well, you know that Jase and he argued over that tape, right? Jase smacked him around pretty badly, 
slammed him into the wall a few times. Honestly, | didn't think he had it in him to be that vicious." 


| nod. That actually explained a lot. Jason probably scared himself a bit. 

"He left, and | slipped in Bob was cursing left and right, that he would get you all, pay you back." Gio sighed. "He 
thought I'd be on his side. | never even liked the fucker," he laughs dryly. "But he figured that I'd side with him 
over a bunch of fags." 


| wince, both from the bitterness in his tone and the epithet. 


"He told me that he and Randy were going to destroy you all, but that he was going to fuck you up most of 


all." 
"I know he had a tape of Lars and |," | say. 


"Trust me, he had more," Gio snorted. "He had one of you and Lars getting high and fucking rather.inventively. 
He'd been planning to blackmail you to telling James and Lars to bring him back, | think" 


| shake my head, resting my face in my hands. "Jesus..." 


"After Jason had pounded him, Bob changed his mind. He was just going to ruin you. He swore he would sue 


Jason and James for laying a hand on him, and he was going to release every bit of video, every photo, tape, 


you name it" Gio shook his head. "When | took the job as security for Metallica, | promised three things.” 


| tilt my head a little, trying to still the whirling of my thoughts. Christ, Bob could have fucked us all to hell 
with what he had. 


First, | agreed to utter confidentiality. No tell all books, no Jerry Springer. Second, | promised to walk the line 
between Metallica and it's fans, so none of you ever had to be the bad guy," Gio smiles slightly. 


| smile back. He's done a wonderful job of that, being the one who keeps us moving in the autograph line, while 
we roll our eyes, secretly glad we didn't have to be the one to say it. 


"And last, | promised to protect all of you, from all threats, period Even if the biggest danger to all of you is 
yourselves sometimes.” Gio stretches slightly. "I did what | had to to remove the threat" 


Put like that, it makes some sense, but there's still the matter of the utter brutality of it. "Did you have to 


cut him up so much?" 

"I figured that if | could cover some of what Jason did, it would be better," Gio shrugs. 

| can't help but stare in vaguely horrified fascination 

‘It bothers you, doesn't it" 

| owe him honesty, | figure. "A little, yeah. It doesn't bother you?" 

He tilts his head, as though searching his soul. "Not really. | thought it would, but since at some base level | 
thought Bob was an overgrown cockroach, it hasn't really impacted" Gio's eyes narrow, focusing on me. "Can 
you really say that you're sorry he's dead?" 

| open my mouth, but a memory forestalls me. 

*Useless cocksucker, fucking whore, who did you blow to get this fucking gig?* 


"Not even a bit," | murmur. 


"That's what | figured, Gio snorts. "In a way, I'm sorry | killed him. I'd have loved to see him try to deal with 


you as you are now." He grins widely. 


| smirk back, relaxing. Okay, he killed Bob. | can deal with it. He saved us a lot of grief. "I don't think I'll mention 


this to Lars," | muse. "| don't even know if I'll mention it to James. But, Gio? Thanks." 


He shrugs, ducking his head a little. "Don't think I'm going to start offing all your enemies, though." 


| laugh, as he'd intended. "You'd never have time to sleep, with the way Lars makes them." 


"Good point." Gio's smile fades as we pull up outside the television studio. "| don't suppose | could convince you 


to change your mind?" 
"Nope." 


To my surprise, he grins. "You're a pain in the ass, but damn, it's fun watching you grow a set" He slips out of 
the car, guiding me into the studio. 


| can hear James the moment | walk through the door. He's snarling and yelling.most of it sounds like 


obscenities. Damn, he's really out of control. 

A passing tech notices us, does a double take, and nearly has a seizure. "Uh.Mr. Hammett" 
"What the hell is going on?" 

'M-Mr. Hetfield is this way, sir.” 

First, | want to see the interview.’ He starts to protest, but Gio fixes him with a glare. 
"Yessir." 


He leads us to a production room and shoves a tape in the machine. A moment later, James is smiling on the 


screen. ‘It's a pleasure to be here, Staci." 
The camera angle switches to show a matronly woman with unnaturally blonde hair. 


The interview goes normally for a while, just Staci (god, she's way too old for that name) chattering aimlessly 


about the concert, our Oscar nomination, the upcoming album. Then, her eyes sharpen, and she goes in for the 


kill. 


"Now, switching subjects, I'm sure everyone is curious about your relationship with your guitarist, Kirk 
Hammett. Tell, tell," she coos. 


| gag, then bite back a smile as the camera switches to James. He looks nauseous. 
"We're together, but beyond that, we'd like to keep our private lives just that," James says firmly. 
Staci is apparently an idiot. "Oh, come on, James. You can tell us a little bit." 


"Jesus Christ, they sicced the gossip reporter on him," Gio breathes. 


James shakes his head, forcing a tight smile. 
"Relax, we're all friends here. Tell Staci," she smiles. "Is he a good kisser?" 


James' eyes go wide with horror as it occurs to him that she's not giving up. "I don't discuss my relationship," 


he barks. 


Damn, is the woman deaf? "I must say, many screams were heard around the world the day that Kirk bagged 


you." 


Bagged him? Oh, shit. 
"Now we know why you both were always wearing those great leather pants. Foreplay, right?" she teases. 


James is on his feet so sharply it probably gives him whiplash. "Fuck this. I'm done playing fucking nice, bitch. 
Kirk is my partner, period. The rest of it is off fucking limits!" he yells. 


Staci tries to block him as he storms off the set, holding up her hands pacifyingly. "Now, James..it's all in fun 
We can't help it if our viewers want to know if Kirk thinks you're really the Mighty Het-" she breaks off as 


James shoves past her, knocking her back into her chair. 


| rest my forehead on the wall. "Fuck" A deep, cleansing breath later, and I'm stalking through the halls, 
towards the noise. 


Tony looks up as | storm in, and absolutely blanches. | don't know what he thinks l'm gonna do, but damn. 
"Who's in charge?" | snap. 


He points to the man James is screaming at. "That's Jonathan Angeline, the producer." 

"Why's James flipping out?" 

"We're trying to get the tape, keep it from being played on every news broadcast from here to China 
"lll take care of it." 


"You'll what?" The sound in Tony's voice is so incredulous, it should be insulting, but the accompanying look is 


too fumy. 
Then, a thought occurs to me. "Wait a minute, didn't this already air this morning?" 


Tony shakes his head. "It was supposed to, but then Jessica Simpson called a press conference last night, and it 
ran long. They taped it and bumped it to the noon news. If it had already aired, | wouldn't worry about it” 


"Got it" | start over, only to have Tony grab my belt. 

"Kirk, we really don't need more bad press-" He breaks off as Gio touches his arm. 

"Let him give it a shot." 

| smile at the big man. "Could you get any cameras out of here, G? I'll be right back." 

| slip into the corridor. Never let it be said that | don't know how to use what nature gave me. | may be vain, 
but | didn't start out that way. | simply reacted to how people treated me because of my looks. Now, smudging 
a little more eyeliner under my lashes, I'm rather glad. 

Then, I'm back in the room, biting my lips hard. It probably looks like I'm nervous. Wrong. I'm just drawing some 
blood into them. Tony looks like he's about to have a small seizure as | stalk towards James. He aint seen 
nothing yet. 


James glances up, and his jaw stops mid-sentence. "Kirk?" 


| smile, leaning in a little. "Morning, baby. | heard that you were having a little trouble down here so | decided 
to come see if | could.help." | blink, giving him a look up through my eyelashes. 


James stares like I've grown two heads. "Kirk?" he repeats. 
"I was talking to Roger the other day, about our concerts," | murmur. "He says that we should think about 
reinstating the pyros, but | told him | didn't think so, but you know he doesn't listen to me." Okay, that was 


vague, but come on, James, please catch on 


"Roger?" James makes a face, then blinks suddenly. "Oh. Roger. I'll give him a call right now, so we can get it 


straight before the concert tonight." He glances at Jonathan. "Don't go anywhere, fucker. I'll be right back." 


As he walks away, | flash my best conciliatory smile at Jonathan. "I'm sorry about my p-partner," | nearly 


whisper. "It's been a difficult few months for us." 
He leans in a little to hear me, and | rest my hand on his forearm lightly, smiling at him sweetly. 


He jumps, then settles. "I'm aware of the events of the year," he says stiffly. "That doesn't give him the 
right-" 


‘Oh, of course not," | say quickly. "He lost his temper, no question. He's had so much out of his control the last 


year, its really worn on him." | stroke his arm, taking a step closer. 


"Uh..still, he attacked one of my-" 


"Now, come on, sugar," | coo. "You have to admit, sh-she attacked him first. Just because he's gay, it doesn't 


mean he's gonna flame and dish like an old queen" 
"Uh." 


"Now, come on, Jon. Tell you what. If you'll hand the tape over to our stuffed shirt manager and promise that 


Staci will forget the incident, I'll give her the interview she wanted." 
That gets his interest. "You would?" 


‘Oh yes," | promise. I'm lying through my teeth of course. I'll give a good interview, but | won't give out any 
more than James did. 


Jonathan shakes his head. "I don't think so. Good as that might be, | think the tape we already have is worth 


more to us." 

"Not really. See, if you decide to run that, then we're going to have to call WGRQ, and offer them an interview 
with both James and |. Itll be more in d-depth than yours, and l'm pretty sure | can work up some t-tears 
over how you treated James." | smile maliciously. "Is it really worth the bad press you'll get?" 


He looks like | just poleaxed him, whatever the fuck that means. "You.." 


"Yes?" | offer him another innocent looking blink "So, what'll it be, Jon? A good interview with me, or being 


buried by your competitors for unethical interview practices?" 
"You're a bitch," he snarls. "You fucking cocksucker!" 


| smile widely. "Don't forget faggot, Johnny. But, I'm a very important faggot who can and will happily b-bury 
you." | fix him with a hard look. "Now, what'll it be?" 


He glares for a moment, then his shoulders slump. "I'll tell Staci to get ready for the interview.’ 
Yes! Damn, I'm good. | walk over to James. "I'm going to go get the tape, be right back." 
Tony stares, jaw open. "I dont want to know." 


| motion to Gio, who obligingly follows me away from them. "I'll be about ten minutes, keep him here. | don't 


care if you have to sit on him." 
Gio nods. "What are you doing, Kirk?" 


‘I'm giving them an interview to replace the tape they're giving me." 


"Are you sure that's a good idea?" 

| grin. "Y'know, its been a while since | gave a good old fashioned San Fran interview." 

Gio laughs, a deep, booming rumble. "God help them." 

Still grinning, | wander off to the studio. "Tapes first,” | demand. 

Jonathan hands me a stack, and | blink. "Didn't take you long to start c-copying them, did it?" 
"This is all of them," he mutters. "My word." 

"Thank you, Jon" | lean up, kissing him lightly on the cheek. 


He flushes, jerking back so fast that he nearly lands on his ass. Its not fast enough to cover the suspicious 
tent in his pants, though. 


The makeup people don't bother messing with what I've applied, they just powder my nose and forehead and 
shove me towards the chair. 


Staci smiles nervously. "Hello?" 
"Hi, Staci," | smile obligingly. "Ready to go?" 
She nods, obviously relieved. "Oh, yes!" 


"Before we start, one little thing. If duck a question, and you don't let it drop, we're going to find out which of 
us is the bigger bitch. I'll bet it's not you." 


She gapes as | smile sweetly, settling back into the seat, taking the microphone and hooking it into the collar of 
my t-shirt. | wasn't expecting to be on camera, so my clothes are grungy as fuck. Oh well, what're they gonna 


do, take away my Pride card? 


The director announces that we're rolling, and Staci puts on her patented smile. "Good afternoon, New Orleans, 
and thank you Jim," she chatters. "This afternoon, we're thrilled to have Kirk Hammett from Metallica with us 
in the studio." She looks over at me. "You've got two big shows coming up this weekend, 


don't you?" 


| flash her a sweet, vapid smile. "Thats right, Staci. We're going to be over at O'Flahrety's On The River 
Tonight, and Saturday as well." 


"Now, are there any tickets still available?" 


"Well, the tickets were only offered to members of our fan club, but still, they sold out within hours. At this 


point, unless we plan on hanging them in the rafters, we couldn't fit anymore people in there." 
‘lm sure some of your fans wouldn't mind that, just for the chance to see you. Why such a small venue?" 
"Before we take the full show back out on the road, we wanted to shake the k-kinks out," | chirp back at her. 


"That should be interesting." Her eyes sharpen, and | mentally brace myself. "You're not exactly the normal for 
a metal guitarist," she observes. 


"Normal?" 
"The make up, the fingernail polish," she elaborates. 


| smile, offering her another vapid look. "I think | was Cleopatra in a previous life, and I'm still making up for 


coming back as a man" 


She stares, obviously confused. Welcome to Hammett's How to Fuck With An Interviewer IOI. James needs 


remedial lessons in this. 
"Uh..do you really believe in all that?" 


| shrug slightly. "| don't really know. | mean, on one hand, it's a little odd, on the other, I'd swear | saw Lars 


working in a Chinese whorehouse once." 


Staci blinks. "All right, moving on, it seems that you've snagged the rock worlds most eligible bachelor," she 
says. 


| frown. "Oh, James won't like it if | come home with Ricky Martin, too." | bite down on the inside of my lip to 
keep from laughing. 


"| meant James Hetfield." 
"Oh. Yeah. | knew that. But you make it sound like | went out with a tranquilizer gun and a net," | giggle. 


"Well, considering his reputation, one had to wonder," she says coyly. "| mean, as much as you don't fit the 


stereotype of the big bad metal guitarist, he does." 


"His reputation is a load of crap," | say bluntly. I'm not going to flake on this question. "James is probably the 


k-kindest man | know." | smile, this time genuinely. "I couldn't have not fallen for him." 


"Now, tell Staci. Is he really the Mighty Het?" 


| smile back, putting a touch of an edge into my voice. "Oh, Staci. A gentleman never tells." 
"Fair enough. What's his best.asset?" she asks. 
| grin. "Hmmm..that would be his incredible..voice," | murmur. 


She nods, smiling coquettishly. "Well, the only one you can say on national television, at least. Okay, last question. 
Has your relationship changed the way the band relates to each other as a band?" 


That's not an unfair question, so I'll give her a straight answer. "Not really. We still squabble over parts, bitch 
at each other for not p-practicing," | trail off, smiling. "Okay, they bitch at me for not practicing. No, we're stil 
the same Metallica we always were." 

"And you're sure you don't want to give us all the juicy details?" 

| give her the vapid smile. "Positively certain 

She sighs, and signs off. 

"And we're clear." 

Staci's eyes land on me. "I think you're scarier than he is," she mutters. 

| shrug. "You're lucky it wasn't Lars." | stand, gathering up the pile of tapes and heading back to James. 


| shove the pile at Tony. "Destroy them," | order before turning towards James. 


"A whorehouse in China? When the fuck did you know me in a whorehouse in motherfucking China?" Lars 


growls. 
| smile, turning to him and Jason. "Hej, what are you doing here?" 


"Tony called them before you got here," James rumbles, wrapping his arms around me from behind. "He didn't 


realize that SuperKirk was coming to my rescue." 

| turn, facing him. "You're not pissed, are you?" 

James shrugs. "Not pissed. My ego's a little bruised, but IIl live." 

| hold him tight, laying my head on his chest. "lm sorry, James. | just." 


He tilts my chin up, brushing his lips over mine. "Hey, don't. You were obviously better equipped to handle it 
than | am. Don't apologize for that." 


| sigh, leaning against him. 


"Okay, now that this is settled, James is gonna take Kirk's spot on the WJZL noon news," Lars announces. "Kirk, 
that means you're doing the phone in with Howard Stern 


| roll my eyes. "Do | have to?" 
"Yes," Lars growls. "Get moving, dicks. We've got soundcheck at three." 
"Yes, mother." 


Fortunately, James’ interview goes easily, and | manage with Stern. He's a prick, but then again, you can tell him 


that he's a prick on air. 


After we go to commercial, he thanks me for coming on, and giving such a cool interview. He also invites us all 


to the show next time we're in New York 

Then, finally! Its time to get down to business. 

Mick's waiting for us, tapping his foot impatiently. "Anytime, boys." 

We all hop into position like we've been threatened with a gun. Hey, it's Mick. He's scary. 


Under his watchful eye, and magic hands, we're set up in no time flat. It's a little too fast for my liking, to be 
honest. It's only four thirty, which means there are still three and a half hours to kill til showtime. 


| managed to convince Gio to grab me the new Christopher Golden paperback, so maybe I'll get started on that. 


The man seriously knows how to do horror. 


One of his old ones, "Of Saints and Shadows," is still one of my favorite books ever. | wander into the Attitude 


room, and flop on the couch, curling my feet under me. 


Before long, I'm lost in a fantastical world, our own through a dark mirror. Its fucking incredible. It's my 


favorite kind of horror, a half step from reality and twisted. 


I've read about a five chapters when | feel a hand stroke lightly over my shoulder. | glance back, smiling 


vaguely at James before going back to my book. 


The next touch comes at the back of my neck, gathering my hair, lifting it away from my neck. This time, | 
don't even look up, just lean into it a little with a soft sigh. 


The brush of lips on my neck isn't as easy to ignore, teasing along the tendon lightly. When | feel the soft 


scrape of teeth, | give up on the book altogether, shifting in my seat until | can kiss him. 


James wraps his arms around my shoulders, pressing little feathery kisses to my mouth, to my jaw. "You 
looked so damn cute sitting there, | just couldn't help myself," he whispers. 


| shiver at the touch of breath on my skin. "Cute?" 


He chuckles at the little touch of affront in my voice. "Cute," he affirms. "And sweet, and beautiful, and very, 


very sexy," he growls, hand sliding down my side, making me shiver. 

"Jesus, take a break you two. We're on in an hour." Lars snorts. "Dicks." 

An hour? | glance at my watch. Damn, didn't think I'd been reading that long. 

With a soft sigh, | lever myself off the couch, wandering over to my little chair. Time to get myself together. 


Five minutes later, our savior, Mary, arrives. It pays to have a good wardrobe mistress. In no time flat, she's 


brought in our clothes, sitting them in little bundles in front of us. | fucking love this woman. 


It doesn't take long for us to get dressed. l'm zipping the fly of the buttery soft leather pants as they let the 


fans in. 
My god they're loud. Its great. You can just feel the adrenaline level in the room rising. As soon as l'm 
dressed, | start stretching, concentrating on my legs. The last thing | want is to have my knee seize up mid- 


song. 


By the time | feel loose enough, James has started warming up. It's sad, even singing scales, that voice gets to 


me. 
Jason's vibrating in the corner, pacing with short choppy strides. Yep, Newsted's primed. 
| glance over at Lars, seeing that wildly feral look he gets in his eyes. He's ready to go, too. 


| settle onto my seat, forcing my breathing to even out. | quietly visualize the concert, reviewing the songs in 


my mind, reminding myself of where | usually fuck up. Sometimes it works, sometimes, | still fuck up. 


‘Five minutes," Tony calls. Lars says something, acknowledges that we heard him before going back to his usual 
hyper movements. 


l'm dimly aware that for the last ten or so minutes I've been silently playing air guitar, fingers running 
through scale after scale. I'm not even going to lie to myself. l'm nervous as all hell about this. What if | didn't 


lie to Roger? What if some weird defect doesn't show up until we're in concert conditions? 


About two minutes before Tony comes back, | stand up, stretching again. It always goes like this. Right before 
we get ready to go onstage, l'm just abruptly *ready*. 


James is half jogging in place, fully warmed up. "Are we ready?" 


"Ja," Lars says shortly. Adrenaline has him now, he'll be a bitch until he expends some of the energy in that 


tiny form. 

"Jason?" 

"Huh?" He looks up, as though startled, eyes wide, pupils dilated just a touch. Yeah, Jase is ready. 
"Baby?" 


| look up at the tender note in his voice and smile. | nod quickly and he grins, bending to press a single hard kiss 
to my lips. "I love you." 


"Love you, too," | murmur. 
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The faint, wispy notes of "Ecstasy of Gold" ring through the concert hall, and | feel James tense. He's in almost 
perfect unison with me. 

| smile slightly, stepping forward and turning to look at the three of them. | don't have any great pep talk, no 
brilliant observation to enlighten them with. The music is building to it's beautiful crescendo, and it's time to 
go *. 

"Let's kick some," | say simply, turning, accepting my guitar from John, and heading onto stage. Lars is right 
behind me, bouncing out into the lights. Jason's next, adjusting his bass until it's comfortably settled on his 


hips. 


And finally, out strolls James, looking like nothing in the world could disturb him. If he's nervous, he's not 
showing it. 


| take a deep breath, glancing at Lars. He's looking at me expectantly. | nod, stepping towards the front of the 
stage. My god, they're loud. | can feel the noise washing over me, through me, buffeting against my skin like 


ocean waves. 


It's like a switch being thrown deep within me. Suddenly, I'm not nervous any more. | know what to do, | know 


how to do it, and | know that | can do it. 


| hear Lars tapping out the rhythm for me and without hesitation, | raise my hand, bringing it down on the 
strings. 


The audience reacts immediately with an approving roar. It nearly manages to drown out James’ first lines. 


".on a Saturday morning, | was dreamin’ | was Al Capone. Rumors going ‘round gotta clear outta town, smelling 


like a dry fishbone." James is grinning maniacally as he sings, head banging in time. 
| catch Jason's eye, smirking as he works the crowd, headbanging with a vengeance. 


The solo for Stone Cold Crazy is always fun | know it nearly as well as | know my own music, but it's got some 


odd riffs here and there that always make it a challenge. 


Is why some days, | think we're all still scrambling to catch up to Queen, even after all these years. 


| whip through it, only realizing towards the end that I'm at the other end of the stage, with not a clue how | 
got there. 


Well, so much for that little worry. | seem to be moving around just fine. Yeah, I'm limping, still. Nothing's going 
to change that one, unless the nerves suddenly decide to heal themselves. The doctors all said it was possible, 
but unlikely. 


Almost before the last chords are fading, James is leaning into the microphone. "Hello, friends!" 


The answering roar is amazing, considering that we've only packed in about six hundred people. | guess the 


acoustics of the place go both ways. Either that, or there's a lot of Texans here, cause, fuck they're loud. 
"Did you come here tonight to save your immortal soul?" James asks. 

| shake my head, playing to the crowd as they all scream no. 

"Did you come here thinking that the old guys can't kick it?" he roars. 

| laugh, shaking my head again 

"Or..did you come here for the loudest, baddest, craziest motherfuckers on the planet?" James growls. 
This time, the screams are nearly physical. What a fucking rush. 

"Then lets get this fucking thing going!" 

| grin, obligingly striking a harsh chord, ripping into "Master of Puppets." 


James takes over the opening bit of it from me, and | raise my hands from my guitar, letting the fans 


worship him as the supreme god of metal. 

My fucking god, he's hot, stalking the stage like a prowling lion, whipping the audience into a frenzy. 
"End of Passion play, crumbling away." 

| can't help but smile as he holds out his hand, the crowd roaring the rest of the lines back to him. 
"Master!" 

| find myself stepping up next to Jason, leaning into the microphone to echo James’ yell. "Master!" 


He flicks a half grin back at us, continuing the song without a hitch. Jason laughs at me as my head 


instinctively snaps forward, headbanging on the next chorus. 

Yeah, fuck you too, Newkid. | grin back, pointing to my hair. Hey, at least | still look cool doing it! 

He laughs back as we wrap the song with a flourish. 

Finally, we get to slow it just a touch, one of my all time favorites, "Devil's Dance." Fuck, James could seduce a 
saint singing this one. | can feel myself getting hard, just watching him. By the time | get to the solo, there's a 


serious temptation to just pitch him over the drum kit and fuck his brains out. 


After that, it's "Of Wolf and Man" Fun song for all of us, especially Jason and James. Okay, probably not much 
fun for Lars. Exhausting, yes. 


In between songs, James plays with the crowd some more, and | wander over to Lars, grinning as | gulp a little 
water. "Fucking A," he burbles. "How ya doin?" 


| nod, giving him a thumbs up. 
"Kickass." 


| can't help but reach over and rumple the sweaty hair. He finally is looking like our Pixie again. He makes a 
face and threatens to blow a mouthful of water in my direction, but | back out of range, taking my other 


guitar from John with a murmured thank you. 


He settles back after a moment, beginning the slower, odd tempo for "Sanitarium." | follow, enjoying the weirdly 
skewed sounds of the opening chords. 


It lets us catch our breath a little, gives Lars and Jase a little break. Its over far too quickly, I'm sure, and 


then we're launching into the sharp growling beat of "Fuel." 


After that, Lars and James step backstage for a few minutes, taking a breather as Jase and | play around 
with our traditional guitar/bass doodle. It's been a while since we did one of these, so we decided to have some 


fun. 


After a few minutes of that, | see Lars coming back up, and switch chords into the comfortable sounds of 


"Hero of the Day. 


Its still one of my favorite songs, set amidst the worst band turmoil we'd ever had.up until this past year, of 
course. | was on drugs, spastic about people touching me. Lars had even threatened to kick me out of Met a 


few times. Even Jason's patience was wearing thin We survived, barely. 


This song was James way of trying to remind me that they were all there for me. To this day, it makes me 


smile. 


After that, the time for slow is over, as Lars whips into a rendition of "Enter Sandman" that sounds like it's on 
steroids. It reminds me of the old days, before he actually learned to drum properly. He'd get nervous, and 
play faster. 


Of course, none of us were willing to look like pussies by telling him to slow the fuck down and keep time, so 


we'd play faster, and harder, and thus Metallica was launched. 

Even James is having fun with this version of Sandman. 

The fans are loving it, singing the words at top volume, feeding the cycle of energy. 

Now, it's time to debut something we've been working with off and on. James has always said that he could 
make any song metal. One of these days, I'm going to hand him a Barry Manilow song, and tell him to prove it, 
but that's not the point. Not now, at least. 

"Okay, fuckers, ready to try something new?" James growls. "There was a song a couple of years ago, a 
country song that we liked. We've given it a little overhaul, made it more Metallica. So, what | wanna know is, 
do you sick bastards wanna hear it?" 

The answering roar leaves no doubt. They want to hear anything we'll play. 

James smiles, that fucking gorgeous Mighty Hetfield grin. "I don't know guys, that was pretty weak" 

Jason and | nod solemnly, agreeing with him. 

"| guess they don't want to hear it" 

The crowd roars again, and James looks back at them. 

"What? Okay, one more time. Do you want to hear it?" 

This time, the answering wall of screams nearly rattles my ear monitors. 


"Well, that's more like it.” 


| grin, playing the loose, open chords of the song. For country it was already pretty edgy guitar work. Now, 
under James and Uli's light touch, it sounds like the ode from a serial killer. 


| was always the crazy one, broke into the stadium, and | wrote your number on the fifty yard line. You were 
always the perfect one, and a valedictorian, so under your number | wrote call for a good time," James growls, 


grinning maniacally. 


| love him, but if he smiled at me like that, I'd fucking run. 


Jason steps up to the microphone smirking. "I only wanted to get your attention, but you overlooked me 


somehow. Besides, you had too many boyfriends to mention, and | played my guitar too loud" 
| obligingly coax a wild scream from my guitar. 


"How do you like me now? Now that I'm on my way? Do you still think I'm crazy, standing here today?" James 


is working it, putting every ounce of strange charisma into the song. 
The fans seem to love it, laughing and cheering. 


Half an hour later, | head offstage for a moment, flopping onto one of the flight cases, sucking down a bottle 
of Gatorade. Up top, | hear them doing "Turn the Page," thankfully, a one guitar song. 


"How you holding up?" Gio asks. 


| nod, knowing damned well that if | talk, it'll come out in short, adrenalized bursts. | give it a second for my 


pulse to slow. "I'm good. They're fucking insane out therel It's great." 
Gio smiles, handing me a towel. "You're sounding really on" 


"Thanks, G" | tilt my head as the final note fades. "Better get back up there," | smile, accepting his hand to pull 


me up. 


"Tell Jason he's not drinking enough, will you? | don't need him passing out from dehydration" He shoves a 


bottle into my hand. "Tell him to fucking drink something.” 
| grin, taking the bottle of Gatorade from him. "Yes, mother." 
| take my guitar, heading back out for the second half of the show. 


Well it should have been the second half. But of course, we were having a good time, so the second half ended 


up running longer. 


Finally, after a blindingly fast rendition of Battery, we pack it stumbling off stage, sweaty, exhausted, and 


surfing an incredible adrenaline high. 


James and Jason have an interview right afterwards with one of the fucking news crews, so Lars and | decide 


to shower and head back to the hotel. 


Fuck, I'm still so fucking wound! | can barely stop pacing. Lars isn't any better, wandering around the living 


room, talking nonstop. He's cute, but annoying as fuck. 


God, shut up already! Every word seems to grate against my skin, making me cringe, making me even more 


agitated.more aroused. Fuck. | knew all the voyeurism was gonna bite us in the ass eventually. 
lm so strung, the need is there to expend the energy, expend the adrenaline. 


| need something..need a willing body, pounding into me, making me scream, shiver. And shit, | shouldn't have 


thought that. Now, l'm even harder. 
| must make some little noise, because Uli looks at me. "You all right?" 
"Just wired. Damn, | wish they'd get back." 


He smiles. "| know what you mean" | can see the look in his eyes. Jason's not going to be topping tonight, any 


more than | am. 


Which is fine. | need that. | need someone on top of me, fucking me fast and deep and hard, a hot cock just 


pounding my ass. 
And dammit, | need it now. 


| close my eyes, blowing out a breath in frustration And feel an answering breath at my throat. "Just playing 
won't hurt, will it?" Lars growls. 


| shiver, frozen. God..my body remembers this, remembers his touch so well.. 


Lars leans in, lips brushing mine for a second before his lips crush mine, tongue slick against mine. His hands 


are in motion, one holding the back of my head, holding me close, the other roaming over my body. 


It slides down, fingers stroking along the fly of the leather pants, and | whimper. He teases, measuring me with 


his hand. 


Oh, shit.no. | gently step back, shaking my head. "We can't, Lars," | murmur. Even as | say it, | realize that he 


was doing the same thing, backing off even as | was. 

"Ja, | know," he whispers. "It's one thing to watch you..but, | can't. | can't do that to Jason" 
| nod my agreement. "I'm sorry, Uli. | didnt mean-| love James." 

"Neither did |," he agrees. "I love Jason" 


As if by unspoken agreement, we step back, moving to the opposite sides of the room to await the return of 


our partners. 


| back up another step, and my back comes in contact with something solid. Not solid enough to be the wall, 


but strong and warm and comfortable. 

And pissed. 

"Having fun?" James growls softly in my ear. 

Fuck. | glance over at Uli, seeing Jason stalking across the room, face like thunder. This is not good. 


| start to open my mouth, but James shakes his head firmly. "I don't want to hear it” He turns, stalking 


towards our room. 
| follow, trying to find the words to explain why he just caught me mid-grope with my former lover. 


When | get into the bedroom, my stomach is doing flipflops, tightening into painful knots. James doesn't even 
look up, yanking his cowboy boots off. 


| stare at him, fighting the urge to wring my hands like some heroine in a romance novel. 
What the hell does he want me to say? 

‘I'm sorry," | whisper. 

He lifts his head slightly. "Yeah." 

"Nothing happened," | try. 

"It looked like something,” he mutters. 

| sigh. "It was just adrenaline.” 

“That's not helping, Kirk" 

"It didn't mean anything, baby. It was a mistake, but nothing happened." 


"He had his hand on your fucking cock!" James snarls. "That's not nothing. You were holding him, and kissing him 
like a lover. That's not fucking NOTHING!" He grabs his pillow, and the comforter off the bed 


"James?" | hate how tiny my voice is. "Where are you going?" 


"The sofa," he snaps. 


| reach out, touch his arm lightly. "James-" 


He jerks his arm away from my hand. "Don't. We'll talk about it tomorrow, when | can see something other 


than his tongue down your fucking throat" 
| stare, tears burning my throat as the door slams behind him. 


Oh my God. What the fuck did | do? And what do | do now? 


| can smell Lars' cologne on me, taste him in my mouth. It makes me feel filthy, reawakens a thousand old 


demons. | need to wash, need to scrub. 
Shit. No. | will not go back Will not..Fuck, | need to wash. 


Okay, calm down. You can handle this. You will take a shower, and brush your teeth for bed. That's it. And you 


will do it the normal way. 
Fuck, | can feel things crawling. Hate this. 


One, two, three, four, five.. Count to fifty before you do anything, | think. Isn't that what all the shrinks said? 
Did | take my antidepressant today? | don't think | did. 


| hurry over, opening the bottle with trembling hands and dry swallowing one of the little capsules. 
Now. A shower. Warm, not too hot. No longer than fifteen minutes. 


Ten minutes later, | step out of the shower, clean, whether | think so or not. Okay, not going to think about 
this right now. Going to sleep. 


| flop onto the bed, curling into myself, trying to relax. It smells like him. Rationally, | know they've changed the 
sheets, but it still smells like James to me, like he's somehow permeated the mattress with his scent, wild and 
earthy. 

It awakens a deep ache in my chest. God, what if I've fucked it up permanently? | can't sleep like this. 

| grab the pillow and blanket, wandering over to the recliner near the corner. The adrenaline is a memory, 
leaving an almost drugged lethargy in it's wake. All | want to do is curl into a ball and sleep off the nightmare 
that our triumph turned into. 


| wonder how Lars is doing with Jason, but | can't really focus on it. So fucking tired. So tired of watching my 


dreams burn up, just when | think we're sailing along. 


I'm so cold. I'm always cold in bed. | need James to keep me warm. | wonder if he'll forgive me? Maybe if I'd 


said "I love you," instead of "I'm sorry," he wouldn't be on the couch? 
I've loved him since the first time | saw him, onstage before | became part of Metallica. | was still part of 
Exodus then. Someone told me that | just had to catch this group. So, | slipped out after our first set, headed 


over to watch them. 


My god, he was hot. And so fucking young. Then, a couple of years later, | was in the warehouse, meeting my 
new bandmates. 


He's been my life for nearly half of it. My world. And if that's gone..it ll be my fault. l'm not blaming Lars. He 


can blame himself for his part in it if he wants to. 


I'm the one who told James | loved him. l'm the one who broke that trust, even if | stopped short of going for 
the gold. 


What's the saying? Look, but don't touch? | should have remembered that. 


And now, l'm curled up in a chair, shivering, trying to pretend that I'm not crying, have been since the door 


slammed behind him. 

| don't think I'll sleep, but | must, because I'm dreaming. Nightmaring, really. 

| must be in fucking Siberia, because it's fucking cold. I'm in a field, alone, naked and cold. No, no meaning to this 
dream, none at all. Even as | realize its a dream, it changes, there are people around me, staring at me, coming 


towards me, hands outstretched. 


| can see the pus, and waste dripping from their fingers, can smell the sickness coming off them in waves. 


Can't let them touch me..Please, no! 


Then, the dream changes again, they're still trying to touch me, but they can't. James is there, and they can't 


get to me. But, then, he's leaving..Please, James.. Don't go, don't leave me. Need you, love you so much. 
And then, like magic, he's back 
"Kirk, wake up, baby. It's just a nightmare." 


| come awake muzzily, feeling hands on my shoulders. | squirm, the terror following me from the dream. "No, 


please..." 
"Sssh, it's okay, Kirk. It's just a dream," he soothes. 


The last shrouds of sleep fall away, and | force myself to relax with a sigh. "I'm sorry. | didn't mean to wake 
you," | whisper hoarsely. 


He sighs softly. "Baby, why are you sleeping on the floor?" 
| answer before | can censor it. "The bed smelled like you." | clamp my lips together before | can say any more. 
"Do | stink that bad?" 


| open my eyes at the faintly amused sound in his voice. He looks exhausted, dark circles ringing his light eyes. 
It makes my voice tight when | answer. "I just couldn't," | whisper, hating the hot prick of tears at my throat. 


He sighs again, bending and wrapping his arms around me, lifting me against him. A dizzying moment later, he's 
standing, carrying me to the bed. "You're heavier than you look," he grunts, fairly dropping me onto the soft 
mattress. 


A moment later, the mattress dips, and he slides in next to me, pulling the blankets around himself. 


| look at him hopefully, but he doesn’t say anything, just pulls me against him, tucking my head against his 


shoulder, holding me close. 


| lay my face against his throat, the silent tears slipping out of the corners of my eyes, to run over my 


cheek 

After a long moment, | hear that voice, more vibration than sound. “I'm sorry’ 
| sniff slightly. "Im the one who fucked up, James” 

He grunts slightly. "Not the only one" 

‘Lars didr't-" 


"That's not what | meant, Kirk." Something seems to be stuck in his throat, something he's trying to say, or 
trying not to say. 


"What did you mean, then?" 
"On the way back here, in the limo..you weren't the only ones..” 


| stiffen. "What?" 


| never touched him," he says quickly. "We just..touched ourselves, jacked off a little in front of each other. | 
didn't even think.and then, | came in, and you're in Lars' arms, he's stroking your dick, and | dunno, it just." He 
blows out a hard breath. "| was jealous as fuck, pissed that you let him touch you, and guilty as all hell that 

I'd done something close to it. I'm sorry,’ he whispers. 


| let the emotions wash through me. Jealousy, | can understand well. I'm feeling it now. Anger, yes. Guilt, oh you 


betcha. 


Can | blame him? Not for playing with Jason. I'm not that hypocritical. For being a dick, yeah, | can. "A little 


hypocritical, are we?" | mutter. 


"I know. | didn't say it made sense, baby. | just saw you in his arms..and you looked like you were enjoying it so 
much, looked so right..it terrified me." 


ltd be easier to stay pissed if he didn't sound so lost, if | couldn't hear the emotion roughing the edges of his 
voice. | lift my head, meeting his eyes. They're bright, afraid that he's done something that'll drive me away. 


It gives me courage, knowing that he feels as unsure as | do. | squirm, and his grip loosens, his eyes reflecting 
his emotions. He's afraid that l'm rejecting him. 


| forget sometimes that James is every bit as insecure as | am. He just hides it differently. Instead of clinging, 
he withdraws, like he's afraid that if he tells me things, itll drive me away, like his fears and dreams are less 


important than mine. 


| scoot until I'm at the same level as him, and reach up, stroking my fingers over his scarred cheek. "I love 


you, you silly dick. You, not Uli.” 


He smiles through his tears, leaning in to kiss me gently. It's slow, thorough. His hands slide up and down my 


back, keeping me close to him, as though he'd like to crawl inside my skin 
"I love you, Hamlet,” he whispers, kissing me again. "Always you." He nuzzles against my throat, stifling a yawn 


| look over his shoulder at the clock. Its barely five in the morning. "Why don't we try to get some sleep, 
baby? The rest of this can wait” 


He nods, mumbling something incoherent against my throat. God, | love him. 


| doze off with his breath against my skin, sliding into a deep, dreamless sleep. Is it completely fixed? Not 
really. But it's a start. 


The sun has risen high into the sky, slanting in through the blinds by the time | open my eyes again. l'm 
burrowed under the covers, curled up with a warm body pressed against my back. For a moment, | stretch, 


luxuriating in the sensation of warmth, of being safe and loved. 


The movement makes the arm slung over my shoulders fall lower, brushing over a soft nipple, sending an 


answering shiver of pleasure through my body. 


| squirm a little, trying to nudge his hand back up, but no luck He's still completely out of it. | slip out from 
under his arm, and he shifts, muttering a little in his sleep, reaching for me. 


| love that. | love the fact that even asleep, he wants me. | take his hand in mine, and he settles back into a 


deeper sleep, muttering, and nuzzling his head into the pillow. 

He's adorable, all sleep rumpled and innocent looking. Yeah, | know. James and innocent shouldn't go in the same 
sentence. But, in the light that's seeping into the room, with his hair all wild, he looks younger, like he's never 
had a care in his life. 


God, now that's a hell of a stretch. Do | look that innocent when | sleep? That would be impressive. 


James shifts again, grunting a little in his sleep, and | reach over, stroking gently over the scarred skin of his 


cheek. Ice blue eyes flutter open slowly, still fogged with sleep, focusing on me. 
He smiles, that sweet, half awake lopsided smile that makes my heart do acrobatics in my chest. 


Then, he remembers the night before, | can see it in his eyes. His smile becomes a little tentative, waiting to 


see what l'm going to say, | guess. 


| don't really feel like talking about it, though. Instead, | lean forward, kissing him gently. "Morning, baby," | 


whisper, nuzzling my cheek against his beard. 
His arms slide around me with a sigh. "Good morning, Hamlet," he murmurs. 


| snuggle closer to him, feeling the soft material of his boxers rubbing against my leg. A part of him is very 
happy to see me this morning. 


Without a pause, | bring my knee up gently, wedging it between his thighs, feeling the heavy weight of his balls 
resting against my leg. 


Oh, that's nice. Very nice. He seems to think so, too, leaning forward to capture my lips again. 


God, he's a good kisser. | swear to god, the feeling of his tongue rasping over my lower lip, just teasing, asking 


for entrance... 


| open happily, my own tongue darting out to tease the tip of his. Before | can draw another breath, his lips 


are on mine, kissing me with utter abandon. Hot, desperate kisses. 


And the whole while, his hips are rocking lightly against me, hard cock rubbing against my thigh. "Please," | 


whimper, arching against him. 


"Sssh, I've got you," he whispers, voice hoarse with need. His lips trail over my jaw to my throat, teeth closing 


on it with leashed violence. 
| shudder as a fingers tease my nipples, drawing them into tight little peaks. "Please, James," | beg. "Need you." 
He smirks, moving quickly, pushing me onto my back. "Tell me what you need, baby." 


"| need you inside me, need to feel you all hot and hard, pounding into my ass," | growl. "Need you To claim me, 


make me yours." 
The heat in his eyes flares and his lips crush against mine, his hand sliding down, fumbling at my boxers. 


His lips break from my mouth, sliding down to lap at the stiffened peaks of my nipples, sucking hard, teeth 
closing on them just shy of pain. 


It feels so fucking good, l'm afraid for a moment that I'm going to lose it right then. "Fuck, please baby, need 
you," | mewl, hips jerking against him. 


"That's it, baby, want you to be so hard, so hot for me," he purrs in my ear. "I want you all ready for me 


before | slide my cock into that tight ass of yours, Kirk" 
Jesus, how can he make my name sound so fucking.erotic? "James, you bastard, fuck me," | beg. 


He chuckles, low and deep, catching my wrists in one big hand and pressing them above me. Oh yes, this is 
what | want. | want him to just completely dominate me. 


| feel him reach past me, grabbing his long sleeved t-shirt off the floor. A moment later, the soft fabric is 


wound around my wrists, tied tightly. | arch, whimpering my approval. 
James lifts his head, the icy blue a bare rim around the wide black of his pupil. "Safe word. Now." 
"Uh." Amazing how your mind will blank, isn't it? 


James just smiles at me, his callused fingertips brushing over my ribcage. Fuck, that's nice. Oh, wait, l'm 


supposed to be giving him a safe word. 


‘James..can't think when you do that..oh, fuck." | search for something that will come to me easily, something | 
don't associate with sex. "Woman." 


He laughs, as | intended. "Are you fucking serious?" 
| nod. "It's something | don't plan on ever saying in the middle of sex otherwise.” 


"Damned well better not," he snorts. "Fine. Woman, it is." He leers down at me. "Now, where was |?" 


"Fucking me?" 


"We'll get there, Kirk First though, l'm going to have some fun" He bends, kissing me again, deep and thorough, 
while his fingers tease my nipples into hard litle nubs. 


| whimper into his mouth, arching off the bed, silently begging for more. His lips lift from my mouth, sliding 
over my chin, teeth grazing my throat with gentle nips. 


Finally, he reaches the pulse point, lips fastening at the base of my throat, sucking hard, biting lightly. 
| moan, shuddering at the feeling of his mouth working on me, even if he's much higher than I'd like. 


When he lifts his head, the look of pure male satisfaction as he surveys his handiwork makes me smile. "I like 


having you wearing my mark, baby. Do you like that? Do you want me to taste you some more?" 

"Please," | beg. Yeah, l'm utterly shameless. 

He growls softly, lowering his head to tease at my nipples with the tip of his tongue. "Is this what you like, 
baby? Do you want me to suck on your nipples? Do you like it when | bite them?" He punctuates the question 
with a little nip that leaves me shuddering. 


"James," | whimper. "Please, need you." 


He hushes me gently, working his way down to my waist. I'm going to pass out, or come in my boxers if he 


doesn't speed this up. 


Oh, thank you, thank you..his fingers slide under the elastic, sliding them down a little at a time, until they land 


on the floor. 


| feel him settle himself in between my legs, nuzzling his cheek against the inside of my knee, kissing his way 


up. "You're so fucking sexy, Hamlet. | can't wait to slide inside you." 
Now would be a good time, James. 


"But not yet. don't think you're quite ready. You're so hot, baby. All hard and hot for me. | can see those 


sweet little drops of precum for me. Makes me want to swallow you whole." 
"Stop talking and do it," | gasp. 
"Oh, | will. You're so hard, baby. That long, hot, cock of yours. Do you know how good that feels inside me? How 


good it's going to feel when | start tasting you? | will, you know. I'm going to run my tongue over every inch of 


your cock, suck on your balls..and then, l'm going to slide lower and taste that 


sweet ass of yours.” 


| whimper as he moves in close, until | can feel his breath against my shaft. "Do you think you'll like my tongue 


inside you? Hmmm?" 

His tongue flicks lazily over the head of my cock, and | lose it with a soft whimper, shuddering and mewling. 
"Motherfuck," James murmurs. "| barely touched you." 

"After the shit you just said, you're fucking lucky | didn't come in my boxers," | mutter. 


He grins wolfishly, and begins to creep up my body. It's not until his arms hook under my knees that | realize 
he's managed to lose his own shorts somewhere on the way. 


Then, lubricated with my own cum, he starts that slow slide inside me. After a moment, he settles into a 


rhythm, slow and hard. 


In no time, he's arching against me, moaning how good | feel, how much he loves me. And then, he's coming like 


a freight train, growling my name. 


A moment later, with a flick of his fingers, I'm free, wrapping my arms around him, holding him. "I love you, 


James Alan Hetfield." 
He smiles slightly. "I love you, too, Kirk Lee Hammett." 
My stomach growls abruptly and James jumps a little, bending to press a kiss. "ld better feed you, huh?" 


| whimper as he slides out of me, protesting the loss. "Come on, lazy. We've only got two hours to get it 
together before we head to the warehouse." 


| smirk, rolling onto my stomach. "Fuck, it's that late? No wonder I'm hungry." | let him pull me to my feet, 
enjoying the big hands caressing me, stroking my body. 


"God, | hate to leave here," | mutter, stretching against him like a cat. "Especially to go up North again. Boston 
still has snow on the ground for fuck's sake!" 


"| know," James smirks. "I can get a few good snowboarding runs in" 
| can sit in the lodge by the fire with a good book, and wave as you slide past on your face," | chirp. 


"Bitch." 


"Don't you ever forget it," | grin. 


"We've got a stop in South-By-God-Carolina first, though." 

Oh, hold me back. "Whoopee." 

He pulls me under his arm, holding me against him as we wander out to the kitchen. 

| can hear Ulis staccato voice, growling into the phone. He doesn't sound happy. 

Jason glances up as James pours a cup of coffee and | put on the kettle. "Morning." 

| crouch in front of him. "Morning. Jason-" 

‘It's okay, Hamlet" Jason bends forward, kissing my forehead. "None of us are angels in this." 

"Thank you," | whisper. 

"F it happens again, though...” 

| meet his eyes. "Ditto." 

He nods. "Cool." 

Gotta love Jason. He doesn't hold much of a grudge. | glance at Lars. "What's he going all Hetfield over?" 
"Hey," James protests mildly. 

"Dunno. Must be something, though. | heard him talking to Gio, telling him to up security again" 

Great. Just fucking lovely. We needed this? 

Lars hangs up, shaking his head. "Just one week without problems. Would that be too much to ask?" 
"What is it now?" 

"One of the ClubMet chapter heads in West Virginia apparently decided that if Met could come out of the 
closet, so could he. His family wasn't real accepting, so he killed himself. Threw himself out of the bell tower at 
his church just as mass let out. Of course, first, he sent his suicide note to the local paper." He puts his head 
in his hands. "What a fucking media nightmare." 


"Fuck," James curses. "I knew shit like this would happen" 


"That's not the best of it. Remember Randy? Our engineer? He killed himself, too. Found Jesus in the pen and 


decided that he couldn't live with having helped us corrupt young minds. Of course, AP picked up both stories, 
and we're leading Headline News at the top of the hour again" 


Lovely," | snort. Gio's mistake wasn't killing Bob. It was stopping before he killed Randy, too. 
"Goddamn it," James growls. | glance up, startled. He's genuinely upset, and not because of publicity. 


Sometimes, | think | know him way too well. He's upset, thinking that some kid killed himself, died ashamed and 
alone, and it's his fault somehow. Jason probably thinks the same thing. 


"Okay, first things first. Release a statement about the kid, something to the effect of us not being role 
models, that we're just dumb rock stars, trying to be happy. That we regret that when the kid was in need, 
none of his family members were there for him, and that it's our sincere hope that this incident, no matter 


how deeply tragic, will again show the need for tolerance and love," | say. 
Lars blinks. "Don't fucking do that. | hate it when you go from UberFlake to intelligent. Its fucking disconcerting.” 


| shrug, then look at James and Jason "And before you two get out the hair shirt and start flogging 
yourselves, it's not our fault. Got it? Its very sad, and all that, but the only people we take responsibility for 


is each other." My voice is firm, emotional. 
"Kirk, its easy to say, but-" James begins. 


"No, it's not fucking easy to say," | say sharply. You want to know who's fault it is? If you want the order of 
responsibility, it starts with the kid himself, then his parents, then the community, the fucking church, the 
schools..we're not even on the list. Take it from someone who's tried more than once to kill themselves." | 


finish with a little waver in my voice. Some scars are still raw. 
James stares, then leans forward, gathering me into his arms. "Sssh, you're right, Hamlet. It's all right, baby." 


| relax in his arms, purring with contentment. The public stuff will take care of itself. This is all | need, James’ 


arms around me tightly, holding me, loving me. 


"I think Kirk's right," Lars says. "We've got to put up a united front on this, or the sharks in the media will eat 


us alive." 


Jason nods slightly. "I know you're right, but | still hate that one of our fans." He trails off, but | understand. 


Jason is, after all, the fan man. 


| stand, touching his arm lightly. "I know. It rips me up that one of the people who supported us couldn't find 
support when he needed it. But look at it this way. We didn't make him gay. We didn't make him emotionally 


unstable. If we'd stayed in the closet, he still would have eventually had the same problems.’ 


Jason nods slightly. | know his father wasn't that thrilled when he announced that he sucks dick, so | know he'll 
understand. 


"lIl release the statement this afternoon” Lars looks at us all seriously. "This is going to be shitty, press-wise. 
James, unless its a radio station thats guaranteed to suck your ass, you're off press duty. The last thing | 
need is you losing your temper again 


James growls, but nods. 


"Kirk, | really hope you're up to this, cause, you and | our front line spokespeople. Just remember, be nice, stay 


calm, don't show weakness." 
Jason and James glower at us and Lars rolls his eyes. "We'll be good if you will" 
They both have the grace to blush, at least. 


Lars smirks, stretching his arms over his head, and Jason stands, fingers sliding up his stomach to tug at one 
nipple ring. "You're never good, Uli," he whispers throatily. "But, | kinda like you bad." 
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Lars whimpers in his throat, yelping as Jason starts backing towards their room, still holding on, leading him by 


the gold hoop. 

| ache a little, remembering how fucking *good* that feels. Maybe before we leave New Orleans..Yeah, | like 
that idea. There's a couple of good tattoo/piercing places around here. "I've got a couple of errands to run 
before the concert. You want to come?" 

"Whatcha doing?" James asks. 

"Shopping." 


"Uh.have fun" | can't help but smile at the distaste on James’ face. Some things just never change, thank God. 


An hour later, Gio and | are wandering through the tattoo parlor, browsing through artwork, waiting for the 
guy who does the piercings to finish the tattoo he's doing. 


| stop on one page, arrested by the design there. Its a gorgeous thing, a Buddhist prayer wheel combined with 
a barbed wire knotwork. It's perfect. | won't get it today, though. 


Not enough time, to start with, and second, | want it on my lower back, right over the hipbone. Before | can do 


that, I've got to get rid of the word faggot that's there. 
"Back bothering you?" Gio asks. 


| realize that | was rubbing my lower back absently, feeling the ridges of scar tissue. "Nah, just memories 


bothering me." 


He touches my shoulder dark eyes concerned and gentle, and | smile. "Thanks, G. I'm fine. Truly. I'm taking my 
medicine, behaving." 


"I know. It doesn't mean the memories can't hurt" Gio shrugs, falling quiet, refusing to meet my eyes. 
"Any regrets?" 


He hesitates for a moment, then shakes his head. "Not really. But, like you said, sometimes the memories come 


for a visit” 
| stare, a little worried, but he seems to shake off the mood as my name is called. 


Fuck, I'd forgotten how much that hurts. | bite my lip as the metal bar slides into place, and Gio shakes his 
head. "Is it worth all that?" 


| look down at the little hoop winking from the right ripple. "In a couple of weeks, when its healed, fuck yes" 
"Why are you only doing the one?" 

‘Guitar strap," | say ruefully. “Ill get the other one done when we're back in the studio." 

He nods, wincing as understanding hits. "I can see where that would be a problem" 


| take my instructions from the kid. He refuses to take my cash, opting for an autograph and a picture instead. 


Fans are wonderful things. 


Then, we're on our way to the concert hall, slipping in past a huge line of protesters. Thankfully, our security 


is up to the task 


"That worries me a little," Gio mutters. "I don't like having that big of a crowd to deal with in addition to the 


normal." 
"Maybe you could convince them to do shifts," | smirk. 


He smacks my arm, muttering something unflattering under his breath at me. | stick my tongue out and head 


into the concert hall. 


James is prowling around the room nervously. "Where the fuck is he? He said that his errands wouldn't take 


long." 

"Hey, there was a line, sue me." 

"For what?" 

| simply smile mysteriously. "Just wait and see." 

James narrows his eyes, but comes over to kiss me, tilting my chin up for access. 


God, he's sexy, already in those skintight, utterly fuckable black jeans. | swear, | can see the outline of every 
pubic hair through them. 


"Done ogling?" 


"Hang on, not quite." | stare for another minute, then look up. "Done the front. Turn around so | can ogle that 


tight ass." 
Jason snorts. "I've seen tighter Jello molds." 
"Fuck off, Newkid. Better than that saggy cottage cheese you call an ass." 


"Jesus, and they call Kirk and | the queens?" Lars wanders in, already in his requisite boxers and t-shirt. "You 
two sound like you should be onstage in South Beach at one of the drag shows." 


They flip him off in unison, and | grab my stage gear, quickly, squirming out of the loose pants | usually wear. 


The brace slides over my knee easily, and | sigh. "I'm going to have to g-get another one of these," | mutter. 
"When | start losing weight on the road, itll be too loose." 


Lars nods. "I'll have your ortho send the info up to Boston" 
“Thanks, Uli. And see if that plastic surgeon has time for a consult?" 
Lars smiles. "Will do." 


| smile again. "Might as well see if they can make me a little bigger brace, for when we get into the studio 


again, too." 

James snorts. "Like you ever put on weight. The rest of us, sure. You..fuck no." 

| grin, slipping on the buttery soft leather pants. God, | love the way they feel against my skin They're followed 
by the black hiking/work boots. Then, | slip my shirt off, reaching for the Mardi Gras shirt someone found for 
me. It's black, with a purple, gold, and green vampire mask on the back. | love it. 

James makes a soft noise, and | turn, seeing his eyes fixed on my chest. "Like it?" 


He nods, licking his lips. "Does it hurt?" 


"A little. | don't mind it" | slide the shirt on, managing to stroke my fingers over the flames peeking over the 
waistband of the jeans. 


James growls softly, and | smirk. | love teasing him. 


"Hamlet, unless you want to be bent over that table." 


‘Later, baby," | murmur. "After the concert" 


He nods, but | see the dark promise in his eyes. | love that. Love that he doesn't feel like he has to be gentle, 


or hide his arousal anymore. 
Memories? Fuck ‘em. 


We have our pre concert dinner, relaxing, horsing around. Who knew that Jason could juggle five dinner rolls at 


once? 
Soon after, its time to start our warm ups. Much stretching, singing of scales, and general bouncing ensues. 
Jason warms his voice a little, since we decided to do "Seek and Destroy," with him on lead vocals. It's fun, and 


it gives James a break. Both good things. 


The crowd is even louder than the night before, shouting and chanting as concert time draws near. What a 


fucking rush. Finally, its time. Damn good thing. Jason was about to go orbital with the fucking bouncing. 


"Ecstasy" plays, the mournful tones sliding through the cheers, then being drowned out as they redouble. | 
fucking love it. Christ, anything that feels that good has to be illegal. 


Lars is first out, bouncing like a superball as he slips behind his kit. Damn, he's a spastic fuck. James follows, 
pressing a fleeting kiss on my lips before he prowls out. Then, Jason, bounding out with more energy than any 
one person should have. 

I'm last, adjusting the Camp Chaos guitar as | do my own particular strut onto stage. 

"Well, after last night, you fucks can't possibly want more," James teases. 

The crowd roars back. Yeah, they want more. With a smile, we give it, launching straight into "Last Caress." 


Did | mention that | won that argument? As usual. 


Three hours later, we're stumbling off stage, flying high. The door is still swinging shut behind us when | feel 
hands at my waist, and tented jeans rubbing against my ass. 


"Have | mentioned how fucking hot you are onstage?" James growls. "| swear, you look like you're about to 


come in your pants sometimes.” 
| smile, wriggling my hips. "Gonna do something about it?" 


"Fuck, yeah," he breathes. His lips are warm on my neck, sending shivers through my body. "God, Hamlet. How 


the hell do you do this to me?" 


| look over my shoulder, meeting the heated blue eyes. "What do | do to you, James?" 


"You're so fucking beautiful, baby. All sweaty, your eyeliner smeared.did | ever tell you how sexy | think that 


looks?" 

Shit, if td known he likes the eyeliner, I'd have glopped it on the way | used to. "Look who's talking. Jesus, James. 
You get up on that stage, and you're like sex incarnate." | turn in his arms, letting my hands slide over the lean 
muscles in his arms, down his sides. "Every movement, deliberate. That voice, like silk rasping over steel. The 


coiled energy, the sweet siren’s call of danger.” 


His breath is coming in quick little pants as | stroke his ass, sliding down to feel the solid muscle in his thighs. 
"Kirk," he moans, voice strangled. 


| slide my hands around, cupping his hips lightly. "And all this power, all mine. | just look at you, standing there, 


rocking your hips in time to the music, and all | can imagine is having those same hips pounding against my 


Oss. 


His arms tighten, and his lips slant over mine with desperate need. l'm matching it, kissing him back roughly, 


fingers digging into the firm muscle of his ass, pulling him closer. 
"Yes," | whisper throatily. "Please, James. Need you." 


His hands slide down, reaching for the laces of my pants, tugging the knot open | arch against him as that 


warm hand slides over my hipbones. 


A loud bang makes us both jump, breaking away from each other. Jason curses loudly. "What the fuck was 


that?" 
Lars heaves himself off the sofa, heading for the door. It opens before he can get there, admitting Tony. 
"What's going on?" Lars asks. 


Tony wipes his forehead. "We've got problems. The bible thumpers and our fans are getting into it. It's 
escalating into a full scale riot out there." 


"Shit. What happened to security?" Jason asks. 


"They're trying, but it's a goddamned mess. They're trying to break in the warehouse.’ Tony curses again as 


another loud thump resounds through the room. 
"What do we do?" | ask. 


"Stay put. Don't open the door for anyone you don't recognize. I'll be back in a few minutes and we'll get you 


the fuck outa here." He leaves, pulling the door tightly behind him. 
"Fuck," James growls. "I'm not going to fucking hide in here like some kind of pussy-" 


"Don't even fucking start, James. You and Kirk are the last people who're going out there,” Lars snaps. "They'd 
rip you both apart" 


| shoot Lars a grateful look for not saying what he's really thinking. James doesn't need to be reminded of his 


tendency towards injuring himself. 


Another loud thump, this one on the locked door. "Shit. We'd better put some stuff in front of the door," Jason 


suggests, grabbing a chair and shoving it under the knob. "Some amps, maybe." 

A sharp shout of pain makes all of us freeze. We all know that voice. 

"Gio," | whisper. "Fuck. We've got to-" 

"Stay put, like Tony told us," Lars says firmly. "The last thing they need is us in the middle of this." 
A sharp knock interrupts him, and we all jump. “Guys, open for a sec!" Tony yells. "Gio's hurt!" 


| shove the chair back, opening the door. Tony and one of our other security guys, Ralph something or other, 
are supporting Gio. "What happened?" 


Tony shrugs. "I didn't see it, but looks like someone tried to get in the building. Gio stopped them, but then he 


went down." 

James and Jason move forward, helping Gio to the couch. 

Ralph hurries back out, muttering under his breath, and Tony starts to follow him. "We've called the cops, in 
the meantime, just stay here. Security is going to try to keep them out of the warehouse, but there's too 


many of them. Just stay here until help arrives.” 


| stare, shivering as the door slams. Fuck. l'm much better than | used to be about the claustrophobia, but 
somehow, that just sounded like the door to a tomb closing. 


Lars brushes past me, shoving the chair under the doorknob again, and looking around the room. "Help me get 


an amp or two over here." 


| do, moving the ungodly heavy things, cursing. We need some way to jam it, so it can't open. Something to 
shove into the doorjamb-YES! | run over to the catering table, snatching up the huge carving knife. This'll work. 


Lars nods his approval as | bury it in the doorframe, using the steel to block anyone opening the door. "Good 


idea." 

"Don't get too excited. Im still fucking claustrophobic, | haven't taken my meds, and they're at the hotel.” 
Lars winces, touching my shoulder. "You can handle it, Kirk | know you can" 

James curses suddenly, and | turn, feeling my stomach lurch. 


Gio's pale, really pale. Worst of all, though, is the rivulets blood running darkly down the black leather of the 


couch. 
| hurry over, kneeling next to him. Shit, so much blood. "Where are you hurt?" | whisper. 


He shifts slightly, moving his arm, and | see the angry slash, low on his stomach, see things in the cut, muscle 
and blood, and something white that I'm praying isn't bone or intestine. 


| gag, fighting the urge to throw up. "Towels," | gasp. "Get the clean towels, we need to stop the bleeding." 
Lars hands me the towels, and | stare. Why the hell do | have to do this? "James-" 


Lars shakes his head. "They're breaking the windows in the shower. James and Jason are trying to hold them 


back." 
| swallow. | can't. | can't touch it. loh god. | can't. 
"Lars-" 


He shakes his head, lifting a bleeding hand. "I can't. I've got glass from the windows in my wrist, l'm afraid-" he 
trails off miserably. 


Fuck. If he starts moving that hand, with our luck, he'll slice every goddamn tendon in his hand. Its me or 
nothing. 


Gio doesn't say a word, simply lies there bleeding. His eyes meet mine calmly. 

| grab the towel, trying not to gag again as | push them against the wound. 

Gio screams in pain, arching hard, then slumping as unconsciousness overwhelms him. Shit, shit, SHIT! "Lars, 
take my phone, call 4Il, let them know we've got injured people so they're not dicking around with the 


protesters while Gio's bleeding to death." 


He scoops up my phone, and dials. | hear him talking, but my attention is focused on Gio. "Come on, G. Don't 


fucking do this to us." 


A sharp curse from James makes my head snap around. "James?" 

"Yeah," he yells back. "We're holding. Are the cops planning on fucking showing anytime?" 

"Lars is talking to them now. Are either of you hurt?" 

There's a long pause, then another curse. "Just scrapes. Nothing major, yet, but they're getting braver." 
"How are you holding them back?" 

"Baseball bats," Jason yells. "Crude, but fucking effective." 

"If either of you have any aces up your ass, pull ‘em out now," James growls. 


| close my eyes, keeping my weight on Gio's stomach, trying to hold the blood back. He's still breathing. That's 
all that matters. 


I'm ignoring the feeling of his blood sliding up my arms, down my sides. Fuck, | need to scrub. | need hot water, 


the kind that peels your skin.. 


"James, Jason! The showers. Turn ‘em on hot, and point it at the windows! That'll keep them out as long as the 


hot water holds." 
Lars stares at me. "Been reading up on medieval siege strategy?" 


| giggle, hearing the hysteria in my voice, and hating it. "Nope." | look at my blood covered arms. "Who knew 
OCD would come in handy?" 


He winces. "Shit. | can-" 


| shake my head. "Get some of the liquor together. Anything that'll burn. If the hot water goes, we need a back 


up plan." 


Lars nods. "If | wrap the baseball bats in t-shirts and soak them, we've got torches. That should keep the 


motherfuckers back." 


| nod approvingly, then jump as a shrill scream comes from the bathroom. Lars looks and smiles a little 


savagely. "Hot water's working nicely." 


| gag again, hearing the sirens, the yells of pain and anger. My arms are aching shaking with the effort of 
holding them in place, keeping them tight. 


A sharp pounding at the door makes us all jump. "LARS! Come here." 
He skids in, staring wide eyed at the door. "Shit" 

"Get one of those torches and bring it here," | order. 

He's by my side in an instant. "Sit on his stomach." 


"What?" 


"Sit on his goddamned stomach, Lars! You can't handle the bat with a chunk of glass in your arm. | can" | stand 
up, grabbing him around the waist and lifting him onto Gio. 


| think | may have lied about handling the bat. My hands are shaking, my muscles like jello. 


Another loud bang at the door seems to punctuate a sudden scream from the shower. | want more than 


anything to check on James, but I've got my own thing to deal with. 
"Wish me luck" | heft the baseball bat, flicking the lighter. 
"Open up! NOPD! We've got paramedics with us." 


| make new speed records getting the heavy amps back, then stop just shy of pulling the knife out and 
unlocking it. "Slide a badge under the door, please." 


| watch, shaking like a leaf in a hurricane, until a leather wallet slides through the crack. | bend, opening it. Oh, 
thank God. "Officer Zeiler?" 


"Yes sir. Can you open the door, please?" 


| grab the knife, yanking it out of the frame and throw the lock. A wide eyed young man curses softly. "It's all 
right, sir. We're going to take care of you." 


| shake my head. "Not mine. On the couch, Gio. He's cut, and Lars has glass in his arm, and James and Jason in 


the shower are banged up." 
Shit, James! That scream... 
l'm at a the closest | can get to a flat run when | come through the door, skidding on the wet tiles as my knee 
protests, and slamming hard into the wall. l'm sitting on my ass, looking stupidly at the green and white tiles in 


front of me, blinking. 


"Kirk? You all right?" Jason asks. | turn, scrambling to my feet. 


Hands are slipping around my waist, pulling me close. | react without thinking, kicking and squirming before | can 


stop it. 

"Hamlet, calm down," James hisses. 

| sag in his arms, tears pricking my eyes. "Sorry." 

‘Its okay. We're all wired. | nearly boiled Lars earlier. How's Gio?" 


| wince, limping back to the doorway. Several of the paramedics are working on Gio, while one gingerly picks 


glass out of Lars’ wrist. 

“Shouldn't you get him to the hospital?" Jason asks, going to Lars’ side. 

Lars grabs him with his good hand, squeezing him with a death grip. 

"We'll be going in a moment, sir. They're clearing the area around the ambulance." 


| nod, suddenly exhausted. And itchy. The blood's drying, every time | move, | leave little flakes of red/brown 
dust. "| need t-to sit d-down," | mutter. 


| try to make it to one of the amps, but my knee betrays me again, and | sit down gracelessly on the floor, 


shivering like I'm in a blizzard. 


James kneels next to me, whispering softly to me. l'm catching every other word or so over the pounding of 


my heartbeat in my ears. 

Jason squats in front of me. "You in there, Quirk?" 

With a shudder, | bring my attention back to the present. "Yeah, sorry." 

"It's okay," he smiles. "Come on, let's get the fuck out of here." 

| stand with James‘ support, and we're immediately surrounded by the police, guided to a waiting van. 


As we climb inside, | look back at the throngs of people, half of them still raging at us, noting the flashbulbs 
and blinding lights of the press. 


Jesus fucking Christ! What the hell is wrong with them? Are they that goddamned pure? 


Engrossed in my thoughts, | barely hear Lars curse in time. There's a rock winging right at us, right at James. 


| wouldn't have thought | had anything left in my arms. But somehow, my fingers are closing around his arm, 


jerking him back against me with every ounce of strength left in my body. 


My last view of the crowd is over the blonde spikes of my lover as we tumble into the van, landing in an 


ungraceful sprawl on the floor. 


Lars is cradling his wrist, an ice pack pressed firmly to it. Jason is sitting next to him, arms around him 


protectively. Lars manages a smile. "Nice entrance." 
James is quiet for longer than | expect, and | look down, concerned. 


Clear blue eyes meet mine, and | can't help but smile. "Thanks, baby." He kisses me gently, shifting his weight 
off my body. 


A moment later, strong fingers close around my wrist, lifting me onto the seat next to him. 


We ride in silence, without a clue where we're headed, or how our other friends are. For all we know, Tony 


could be..not going to think like that. They're all fine. Gio will be fine. 
| refuse to think anything else. 

"Kirk," Lars says softly. 

| look up, meeting the green eyes. "Yeah. How's the wrist?" 


He shrugs. "I'll be good for Friday's concert." He pauses for a moment, and | wonder what it is he's having 


trouble saying. 

"You know, | don't think I've mentioned this, but damn, I'm fucking proud of you." 
| blink, the unexpected kindness nearly moving me to tears. "Thanks, Uli. 

Jason nods slightly. "You were something else in there, Quirk" 


James' arms tighten around me, and | feel the warm breath on my neck a heartbeat before the words brush 


my skin. "Proud of you, baby. You're so much stronger than even | guessed" 


| smile slightly, snuggling back against him. "Are we going back to the hotel, or moving on? | really could use a 


shower. And my meds." 


Lars nods firmly, suddenly back in control. "We're stopping at the hotel. No more than twenty minutes, just 
grab your shit, rinse off, and be ready to get the fuck outa town" 


James groans softly. "We're flying to South Carolina tonight?" 
"Nope, we're hitting an interim place for a couple of days. Tony's setting it up now." 


Well, that answers one fear | had. Of course, Tony's dedicated enough that he'll probably still work for us as a 


corpse. "Where are we going?" 
"Not a clue. Gotta see who'll take us." 
Good point. 


"After this, good fucking luck Who the fuck would want to deal with this much shit?" Jason mumbles. 


Lars offers a sweet, sly grin. "I have a couple of possibilities, oh ye of little faith. I'll find us somewhere 
decent." 


The van pulls to a halt, and despite ourselves, we all tense as the door opens. To our relief, the first thing 


that pokes into the entrance is a police hat. "We're at your hotel, and it looks clear, gentlemen. Just follow me." 
| follow James, clutching his shoulder as | waver. Then, we're in the hotel, relaxing as the doors shut behind us. 


My first order of business is to gulp down one of my antidepressants. Then, a nice hot shower, to get the 


blood off me. 

| hear the shower door click open, feel the blast of cold air as I'm washing my hair. 

Then, there's the feeling of James’ soapy hands sliding over my body, cleaning the dried blood off. | finally open 
my eyes as the last of the shampoo sluices off my body. 


James smiles, his hand coming up to trace my cheekbone, to glide over my lower lip with such gentleness that 


it nearly makes me cry. 

Then, his lips are on mine, kissing me slow and deep, like he's trying to brand me with his heat. | arch against 
him, kissing back as my hand slides down his naked body, finding his hard length and wrapping my hand around 
it. 


His lips tear from mine with a moan as | start to stroke, working my fingers on his cock lightly, then faster. 


In no time, he's tensing, and l'm sinking to my knees, flicking my tongue over the head, tasting him. My hand 
slides down to my own hard cock, pulling at it in quick hard strokes. 


James touches my shoulder and shakes his head. "Let me?" 


| nod, releasing my own cock, and sucking hard on the head of his cock, moaning as he fills my mouth. Fucking 


beautiful. | love the way his entire face goes slack for a moment, the way he growls my name. 
Then, he's urging me to my feet, kissing me, his tongue capturing the remnants of his taste in my mouth. 
He slithers down my body, nipping lightly at my nipples as he goes. 


Oh, fuck.that feels so good. He's licking in little circles around the head of my cock, kissing with these barely 
there sucks. Motherfuck. I'm not going to be able to hold out for long. He's too damn good. 


And then, l'm clutching the shower bar, mewling like a cat in heat as | arch, pressing myself deeper into that 
perfect mouth. 


We're both sitting in the shower, curled around each other when Lars knocks. "Get your asses in gear," he 


yells. "We're leaving in ten minutes, whether you're ready or not." 
| reach back, shutting off the water. "What's the fucking rush, Uli?" 


"There's a couple of storm systems moving this way. If we don't get out now, we're stuck til Monday, at the 


earliest." 


| nod, climbing out of the shower and beginning to towel off. James is right behind me, pulling jeans over still 


damp thighs, cursing when they stick. 


It actually takes us fifteen minutes, and Lars is bouncing by the time we're set. I've got my med, some 


clothes, and my toiletries. The rest, Tony'll take care of. 
He meets us at the plane, and fuck it's good to see him. He's not going with us, he'll stay in New Orleans with 
Gio. He hands Lars a pile of papers, warns us all to behave, and promises to keep us updated as soon as they 


have any info. 


It's not long after our plane leaves the ground that | relax. l'm asleep almost before the seatbelt sign flashes 


off, head pillowed against James. 


| wake up muzzily as we touch down, bumping lightly along the runway. The sky has that incredible bruised 


looking dark shade it gets not long before dawn. | have no idea where we are. | can't say that | actually care. 


Lars stretches. "There should be another van waiting for us," he mumbles. Sure enough, there's a black truck, 


windows tinted dark. 


We stumble out, climbing in quietly. 


Its actually a really nice interior, complete with a plush maroon sofa and three matching captain's chairs. | sink 


into one, sighing as the fabric seems to enfold me. 
"So, where are we?" James asks. 
Lars shrugs. "Not a clue. Tony gave me a stack of shit, but | haven't looked yet" 


"Not in New Orleans is all | care about." Jason stretches, groaning as joints pop. "We're getting too old for this 


shit." 
"Here, here,” | agree. 


The van stops, and we all climb out, staring at an elevated cottage. It's actually cute, standing on it's little stilts 
like its waiting for a flood to hit. It's got a kind of Carribean Tarzan-chic going for it. 


James grunts. "How long did | fucking sleep?" 
“Apparently, long enough to find Mexico," Jason observes. 
| don't give a fuck. | need fucking sleep," | mutter, heading for the staircase. 


There's a little rope pulley elevator for the baggage, though, I'd hate to have to turn the little crank if there 


was something heavy on it. 


Inside is nice, very islandish, wicker and bright colors. | stumble into the bedroom, dumping my shit on the 
floor, stripping and crawling into bed. James slips in next to me a moment later, and | curl around him, 
burrowing against his warmth. The rest of it can wait till | can focus. 


By the time | wake up, | can see the sun peeking around the edges of the curtains. | stretch, rolling over to 
watch James sleep, but my body is reminding me that | *did* slug down about a gallon of Gatorade last night. 
Sure, | sweated most of it out, but still.. 


| slip out of bed, wandering to the bathroom. The bathroom facilities are a pleasant shock. Big circular whirlpool 
tub, huge shower, all black marble and gold trim. Very nice. | think I'm gonna like it here.wherever the fuck we 


are. 


As | head back to bed, an odd noise outside makes me pause. Probably the fucking press again. Eh, fuck em. | 
wander over, buck naked, and pull the curtains open. 


A single liquid brown eye regards me calmly. 


| yelp, stumbling backwards. James is on his feet in a heartbeat, ready to protect me from the..giraffe? 
There's a motherfucking GIRAFFE outside my goddamn window! He's nibbling on a nearby tree branch. 


| edge closer, glancing around for the hidden cameras. The giraffe comes closer, stretching up for a 


particularly succulent leaf. 
"Motherfuck," James whispers. 
| silently agree, unlatching the window and sliding it up. "Hello?" | say tentatively. 


The giraffe turns away from the branch to regard us, then calmly sticks it's head in the window, and licks my 
stomach. Eeew, giraffe slime. 


James laughs as it butts its head against me like a giant cat. "I think you'd better pet it before it strains 
something, Quirk." 


Yet again, l'm struck by the weirdness of my life. I'm standing here naked, petting a giraffe. | mean, he's 
awfully cute, and sweet, but l'm petting a giraffe! 


After a moment, James comes closer, lightly running his fingertips over the satiny tuft of hair between its 
ears. It tilts it's head obligingly, letting him rub the ears. "| should wake up Lars and Jason for this one, don't 
you think?" | whisper. 


James nods. "I think so." 


| tug on briefs, and pad down the hall. Jason's awake, he answers the light knock. "Get him up and come into 


our bedroom," | order. "You've gotta see this." 
Jason snickers. "| see it every night when we shower, Quirk. It aint all that." 
"Dick Trust me." 


| wander back, stopping in the kitchen for a couple of sugar cubes. Hey, horses like them, what do | know about 


giraffes? Well, | know there's one in my room, does that count? 


By the time | get back, James is on his knees, bonding with the giraffe, rubbing it's little blunted horns lightly, 


scratching it's forehead, and letting it nuzzle against his face. 

Its almost impossibly cute. Its rare that | get to see James like this. It's rare that | feel like this. 

I've been in Metallica for almost half my life. In that time, I've been to exotic countries, places I'd never 
dreamed of. I've accomplished every thing I've ever set my mind to. With all of that, a little cynicism tends to 


work it's way into your mindset. 


Litte things that once would have filled you with wonder just don't seem so impressive. Sunrises, sunsets, a 


newborn's smile.. Okay, I've never really thought much of that last one. | hate kids. 


But anyway, here | am, going all mushy over a giraffe sticking its head in my window. | snort softly, wandering 


over and snuggling next to James, offering the creature a lump of sugar. 
Yeah, giraffes like sugar. A lot. | nearly have to count my fingers when I'm done. 


James chuckles, one hand sliding over my shoulders, gently rubbing. A moment later, a soft gasp echoes 
through the room. 


“That's a motherfucking giraffe!" Jason mumbles. "Where the fuck are we?" 

Lars blinks sleepily, then his eyes snap wide as he takes in the animal currently lipping at James’ hair. 
"He thinks its straw," | tease. "I think it's time to stop bleaching." 

Jason strokes it's head gently, touching the velvety muzzle with a delighted smile, drawing Lars closer. 


For some reason, Lars seems a little nervous, jerking his hand back as the giraffe sniffs him. "I think he wants 


me for lunch," he giggles. 

"Not unless you turned into broccoli overnight," Jason teases. "They're plant eaters." 
"Oh." That seems to help, as Lars relaxes and starts petting it, too. 

"Uh..this is a baby, guys," James says suddenly. "And mama looks a little unhappy." 


The smaller giraffe withdraws his head reluctantly, and it's replaced by a much bigger one, with a slightly 
pissed look on it's placid face. 


| nervously offer it the other sugar cube. A swipe of the purple tongue later, it withdraws, herding the little 


one away from the house. As | look after them, | can see zebras, and a herd of gazelles in the distance. 
"Lars, get that packet, and tell me where we are." 


He nods, wandering out. A minute later he's back. "We're in Florida This is one of the luxury private cottages in 


the boundaries of Disney's Animal Kingdom." 
‘lm gonna kill Tony," James mutters. "They sent us to motherfucking Disney?" 
Lars nods. "And gave us VIP passes to the park," he agrees, holding up the tickets. 


"Be a shame not to use them," Jason says. 


"But, itll be so crowded," James points out. "And, Kirk-" 


"Is not letting you use him as an excuse. It sounds like fun to me, and with Disney's security, we'll be nice and 
safe." 


"Come on, James," Jason wheedles. 

"Its been forever since | was down here," Lars says. "| want to ride Space Mountain." 

"We'll see," James says. "But don't you have to be bigger than Goofy to ride it?" 

Lars glances down at his crotch, then smirks. "I'm much bigger than Goofy." 

| roll my eyes, wandering towards the kitchen. "Its way too soon after | wake up for this shit," | mutter. 


The kitchen is nicely stocked, though you can tell that it was done hastily. That's the only reason | can think 
for the tea bags to be in the fridge. 


| start the kettle, and then, deciding to be nice, | throw on the coffeepot, too. 
Ten minutes later, we're all settled in, worshipping the caffeine god in our own way as we nibble on assorted 
breakfast shit. | found a stash of muffins and breads in the fridge, and am happily plowing through a warmed 


up croissant, dripping with butter. Yeah, | know it's closer to dinner time, but come on.fresh croissant. 


James found some sort of TV dinner, and is currently sucking down Salisbury steak. His cholesterol must suck 


ass, | swear. 


Lars found a few cans of sardines, so he's happy. Jason looks vaguely nauseous, watching his lover suck down 
the little fish on a sandwich. My god, we've found a sandwich that Jason won't eat! 


Lars‘ cell phone rings, and the quiet is shattered as we all lunge for it, hoping for word about Gio. 
Uli wins, thumbing the button. "Ulrich," he barks. "Ja, Tony. It's a nice place, thanks. How's Gio?" 
He's silent for a moment, and | hold my breath. Please, please, please.. 

"Ja. Good." He flashes a dazzling smile, giving us the thumbs up. 

"Thank God," Jason murmurs. | silently second that thought, smiling with relief. 


"We'll see you in South Carolina, Ton. Until then, give G our love, tell him we miss him.’ 


He hangs up and smiles. "Gio's doing all right. They stitched up his stomach, he'll have to take it easy for a few 
weeks, probably til we hit the midwest, at least." 


"Shit. | really hate being in the South without him," | look up in surprise at Jason's voice. 


"Funny, that's what Gio says," Lars said. "He's been on the phone to Ralph all morning, telling him exactly what 


we'll need for the South Carolina and Virginia concerts. He's driving them crazy." 
| smile, thrilled to hear it. "Thats wonderful." 
"So, you wanna check out Disney?" James asks. 


| dress quickly, slipping into a tight pair of black jeans, and a white tanktop. A black button down over is my 


concession to the still cool March wind. 

James wanders out a moment later, and | swallow the urge to drool. He's got on an old pair of jeans, worn until 
they're a soft gray. They hug every fucking curve like a second skin. On top, he has the black short sleeved 
button down with the red dragon trim that he wore for one of the old photo shoots, TV 

Guide, maybe. 

Motherfuck, he looks hot. 


"Kirk, if you keep looking at me like that, we're not making it to the park. Or, if we do, I'll end up bending you 


over Cinderella's throne, and that won't look at all good." 
"My God, James. How can you walk in those?" 
He grins. "Very carefully. And you're no better. | can damn near see the outline of your cock through those." 


| whimper, and he stalks over to me, pressing a hard kiss to my lips. | tilt my head, offering him access, but 


he pulls back. "Uh-uh. When we get back, then we'll start that." 
"Bitch," | mutter, yelping as he hauls me up against him. 
"That's Mr. Bitch," he murmurs, kissing me again "And don't you forget it” 


Lars and Jason wander out a few minutes later, all ready to head for the park. "How're we getting there?" | 


ask. 
"They're sending a car," Lars says. 


A moment later, a horn blasts the opening notes to "When You Wish Upon a Star." 


"l'm guessing that's it," | observe, pausing to down my usual dose of antipsychotic. It's a little early, but if 
we're gonna be in a crowd, I'd rather do it early than late. 


There's a little tram-thingie outside. "A car, huh?" Jason mutters. 

"Well.it's better than walking." 

James grunts, trying to fold his legs into the small seat. "That's debatable." 

The driver nods. "Sorry about that. You might be more comfortable in the back, facing out. More legroom." 


| climb out, and sure enough, the back, without a seat facing it, just a waist high wall around the end of the 
cart, is much better. 


"Get comfortable," the driver announced. "We had a pissed off rhino take out the bridge over the north river, 
so we've got to go the long way. It'll take us about forty-five minutes to go around the back of the park. Feel 
free to stretch out, if you'd like.” 


Forty five minutes, and here we are, blocked from view. Well, this just got to be much more fun. 
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James is sprawled out, feet splayed in front of him. He's the picture of relaxation 

That changes, the moment my hand slides up the inside of his thigh. 

"Kirk, what the fuck are you doing?" he hisses. 

| smile darkly, leaning in to kiss him lightly. "What am | doing? Hmmmm, looks like l'm touching you, doesn't it?" | 
lean in, stroking my fingertips over the inseam of those tight jeans, sliding up his inner thigh, then down the 
other side, then up again, brushing his balls with featherlight touches on each stroke. 

| love the sweet little gasps he makes, the way he fights to keep quiet. | lean in, sliding my hand a little higher, 
cupping him, feeling him swell against my palm. "What do you want me to do, James? Do you want me to wrap 
my lips around you, suck you dry? | love the way your skin feels, so soft and velvety over your hard cock." 


James makes a soft strangled noise, barely audible over the motor. 


| lean in, nuzzling at his throat, letting my tongue flicker along the tendon. At the same time, my touch 


becomes firmer, tracing the outline of his hardening cock up towards his waistband. 


It opens with a little struggle, and | bend, pressing a little kiss to the "V" of exposed flesh. The zipper slides 
down with a tiny rasp, and | lick down to the light nest of pubic hair, nuzzling gently. 


"Please," he whispers. It's barely audible, almost no voice behind it, more of a whimper. | smile, turning my head 


to look up at him. 
"Is there something that you w-wanted?" | purr, hands busy, freeing him from the soft denim. 
"Please, Kirk," his voice is soft, breathy. Not at all the Mighty Het. 


| turn back, lowering my head until the head of his cock bumps against my cheek. "So sexy," | murmur, rubbing 
against it like a cat. 


James’ hips jerk up, seeking more contact. Instead, | lighten my touch, lifting my head to blow softly over the 
tip. 


"Fuck," he whispers. "Need you, baby.” 


"All in good time, my love." | slip off the seat, kneeling between his legs. A hard tug later, his pants end up 
around his knees, and my hand is creeping between his legs. "Scoot a little forward, baby." 


He nods, shifting so that | have easy access to his balls and ass. Perfect to tease him. 


| wait until he meets my eyes. "This is just a little t-touch of what you're going to get later, baby." Then, 
without breaking that eye contact, | take the head into my mouth, wrapping my lips around it. 


James gasps, trying to arch up, but | grab his hips, keeping him flat against the seat. 


My tongue is in motion, flicking repeatedly over the tip, the same light torture | give to his nipples all the time. 


It seems to be working, making him squirm, little mewls slipping out from between clenched teeth. 
Then, without warning, | shift, sucking down every inch of him. Tastes so fucking good.. 


| tease for a moment, then settle in for a long, slow blowjob, paying special attention to the sensitive underside, 


to that soft patch of skin behind his balls, to that spot just behind the head that makes him whimper. 


His hips are jerking, the sweet taste of his precum filling my mouth. Christ, he's close. | bring a finger up, 


wetting it well, then sliding it back. | can feel him tensing, feel his orgasm coming closer, and | can't wait. 


| slide my finger over his entrance, circling it around the tight hole. He shudders, and | hear his soft whisper. 


"Please, now, Kirk" 
That's all | need. My fingertip penetrates him slowly as | suck until | swear that my fillings are rattling. 


James gasps, coming hard, shaking against me. | swallow quickly, murmuring how sexy he is, how much | love 


him, how fucking *good* he tastes. 


When he settles back onto the seat, | finally release his soft cock, settling back on my heels to smile up at 


him. "Damn, you're hot, James." 

He blushes, and | help him readjust his jeans, tugging them up over his hips. Finally, he urges me back onto the 
seat, pulling me close against him. "Every time | think I've got you pegged, everytime I'm ready for what you 
do to me, you surprise me again," he rumbles. 


| smile, kissing him lightly. "That's what Im here for." 


We can hear the noise of the rides now, the tinkling music. They take us in the back entrance, driving us 


through some of the underground tunnels to get us to Cinderella's castle. 


It's incredible, the amount of activity going on under the park, the people hurrying along, keeping it running 
smoothly. | once heard someone comment that Disney is like a tiny nation, a little dictatorship. It has it's 


failings, | know. | wouldn't work for them for any amount of money, but to visit, its a nice change. 


Our wonderful government has sucked ass when it comes to acceptance and tolerance, but here, we're mostly 


welcomed. In a children's theme park. Go figure. 


We're greeted by some high muckety-muck official. He's actually pretty cool. Tells us up front that he's not 
really familiar with our music, but that Disney is thrilled to welcome us. Apparently, Lars neglected to tell us 
that we're making a public appearance 


He introduces us to his son, a scrawny fifteen year old He knows who we are, and is nearly hyperventilating. 
Thank God for Jason. He's good with kids, good at calming them down, making them see us as human. 


He's a damn good bassist, but | think that may be the most important thing he's done for us. Without him to 


keep us connected to the fans, to ground us, we'd have been even more lost. 

When we step out onto the balcony at the castle, the crowd cheers loudly. It's a surreal moment, to say the 
least. Here we are, high up in the glorious white tower, looking down on our subjects as trumpeters mangle 
"Sandman." 

James rolls his eyes and | elbow him hard. He coughs, waving politely like a good boy. | may not have to kill him 
yet. 


When we're finished, security is waiting to escort us to any attractions we wish to see. 


We have an unmitigated blast, eating way more than we should, riding every ride we pass, some twice. By the 


time they're closing down, we've made plans to come back earlier tomorrow for more fun. 


They ask us if we're tired, or if we'd like to hit the bars at Pleasure Island. Of course, since we didn't drag our 
asses outa bed til three, we're still ready to go. 


We end up in a bar called 8Track, which is playing really cheesy seventies music. To my surprise, there's a 
handful of other gay couples there, dancing. 


Lars promptly drags Jason onto the floor, ignoring his protests. | give James a look through my lashes, but he 


shakes his head. 


"Maybe later, but | refuse to go out there to ABBA, much less to "Dancing Queen" If they play something 


decent, I'll consider it." 


| wait patiently, as he shakes his head through the stirring strains of Shawn Cassidy, Leif Garrett, and even 


Styx. Finally, | start whining. 

"C'mon, James..! wanna d-dance. Lars and Jason have been out there three times already." 
"Yeah, but Lars has shitty taste in music." 

"Pleeeeeeeaaaase®" | smirk as he flinches at the shrill noise. 

"Fine, next song. Just don't fucking *do* that!" James groans. 

| smile, leaning lightly against him. "Thank you, baby." 


His answering smile still takes my breath away. God, how could he ever think he was ugly? That smile, the way 
it melts the ice in his eyes, turning them a bright sky blue.its just fucking amazing. 


As Styx fades out, | grab his wrist, pulling him towards the floor. 

The synthesized music starts and he stops. "No fucking way. | am not dancing to Andy Gibb. No. Uh-uh. Never." 
| tilt my head, smirking. "I'll whine again." 

He growls, but his shoulders slump in defeat. "Fine. One song.” 


| smile happily, and slip into his arms on the lit floor. 


***Darlin, |, | would wait forever for those lips of wine. Build my world around you, darlin, this love will 
shine...* ** 


| press against him, nuzzling my face into his throat, breathing the essence of him in. 


Yet again, 'm struck by just how fucking much | love him. Sometimes, it still surprises me. | know it surprises 


me how much | want to shelter him, protect him from the world. 


He's so damn big, seems so hard sometimes..but he's not. He lets everyone see that side. It's easier than 


letting them see how much he really feels. 


He'd never admit it, but under all of the bluster, James is a nice, sweet guy. That's the only reason we've 


stayed together this long as a band. Even when he's being a dick, we always knew that it was just a shield. 


The song ends, and | expect him to pull away, but he doesn't. The next song starts, a faster tempo, and he 


simply loosens his grip, allowing his hips to move in time to the music against me. 


Ah, good music for a change. Queen is always appreciated. "Crazy Little Thing Called Love," is even better. 


James relaxes, | can feel the tension easing. Jason and Lars are back out, doing the amazingly bad white-boy 


dance. James snorts with laughter, bending to whisper in my ear. "Wanna show ‘em how to do it again?" 


| smile brightly at him. "As you wish, b-baby." | shiver as his knee nudges between mine, a strong hand guiding 
my hips to his. 


We start to move slowly at first, then as we find a rhythm, faster, until we're in time with the beat of the 


song. On every beat, our hips brush against each other, just a little tease. 


| lift my chin, letting my hair brush against the hand planted at my back Blue eyes meet mine, filled with 
laughter. Okay, admittedly, we don't dance that well. But, we grind against each other nicely. 


As James whips me in a turn, his arms keeping me upright when my knee would have dumped me on my ass, | 


catch sight of Jason and Lars. | don't know if I'd call it dancing, but its pretty hot. 


Lars appears to be attempting to mate with Jason's thigh. Jason isn't protesting, mind you. In fact, he's 
grinding his thigh against Lars, eyes hungrily devouring the smaller man, 


"Jesus, they keep that up, we're gonna get tossed for indecency," James mutters. 


| tighten my grip on his hips, pressing my cock against his hip with a smooth little wriggle. It gets a gasp from 
James, and his fingers clench at my waist. 


A moment later, | feel his hips tilt into me, and it's my turn to gasp. "Two can play like that, Hamlet." 


We bump along til the end of the song, enjoying the feel of our bodies against each other. Then, we break 
apart, neither of our breathing steady. 


"You call that dancing?" Jason teases. He's not breathing steady either. 

"Nope," James says. 

"Then what was it, pikslikker?" 

James glances at me, feral smile touching his lips. "Foreplay." 

Lars snorts. "Considering what you were doing in the back of the little tram, shouldn't it be afterplay?" 


James doesn't blush much, but it's cute as all fuck when he does. | just offer a Mona Lisa smile. "A little bit 
of both, | suppose. And what were you doing, watching us?" 


This time, it's Jason who blushes. 


| smirk. "Perv." 


By the time we drag ourselves in, it's nearly four. After 8Tracks, we headed over to the 80's bar. Mostly, 
that was to piss off James, admittedly. 


Finally, we all settled into the metal/hard rock bar tucked away in the corner. 


l'm always amazed, watching Jason, that his head doesn't just roll off his shoulders when he headbangs like 
that. We all got into the act, while James complained about my hair getting in his mouth. 


Finally, we're back at the bungalow, laughing and giggling as we stumble into the bedrooms. Sadly, | don't get the 
chance to reward James for playing nice at Disney. By the time | get out of the bathroom, he's already 
snoring. 

With a grin, | snuggle next to him, falling asleep quickly. Pain awakens me, that dull ache in my neck, reminding 
me that I'm not twenty any more. Ugh. Yoga time. | wander out onto the deck, smiling as the herd of gazelle 
bound away, startled by the appearance of a human 

Its nice out, still a little cool, but not enough that l'm going back in to pull on a shirt. My sweatpants are fine. 


It's a little overcast, though every now and then, the sun winks through the clouds. 


| relax myself, closing my eyes, and letting the soothing sounds of the birds and the breeze rustling through 
the high grass fill my senses. 


Then, | let myself slide, feeling all that | am slide down within me until I'm somewhere deep inside myself. 


There's no pain here, no fear. Just the solid awareness that | am. 


When l'm at peace, | move my body, slowly stretching muscles, feeling them loosen, smoothing me into 
different poses as | meditate. 


Then, as | finally hit that perfect state of comfort, | let myself begin to travel back, becoming me again. 


When | finally stretch, opening my eyes, | know that I'm not alone. | can smell the coffee wafting off of 


someone's cup. | glance over, smiling. 
James is lounging on the attractive faux wicker chaise right next to me, sipping his coffee and watching me. 
"Morning," | murmur, leaning up for a kiss. His lips are warm, coffee flavored. Fucking addictive. 


"Neck sore?" he rumbles. 


"Not anymore. Was a little. | haven't headbanged like that in years." 
His smile is rueful. "I know the feeling. We're getting old, Hamlet." He turns his head, wincing. 


| shake my head. "Just aging to perfection, baby.” | stand, and nudge him. "Sit on the deck, and let me see what 


| can do for your neck." 


He does, folding his legs into a somewhat comfortable pose. | slip in behind him and let my fingers rub over the 


warm skin of his shoulders. 
"Do you ever regret us not trying this sooner?" he asks suddenly. 
My hangs still. "Trying what, us?" 


"Mmmmhmmm." He presses back, and | take the hint, continuing to rub his shoulders. "| mean, here we are, 


half our lives are over, and we're just finally getting it together." 
| smile. "| regret that we spent the years before now hurting each other, but really, I'm g-glad we waited" 
"Why?" 


"Think back, James. Think about how we were. Your temper, how neurotic | was. Do you really think if we'd 


gotten together that we would have lasted?" 

He sighs. "I see your point." 

| mean, just the resurgence of both nearly killed our chances this past year." | dig my fingers into his neck, 
rubbing away some of the kinks in the muscle. "I think if we had tried it before we both grew up some, it 
would have gone south quickly, and probably taken the band with it" 


He moans, head falling forward. "Jesus, baby. You've got incredible hands." 


"Not to mention that if we'd tried it before, | would have ended up on my b-back, one hundred percent of the 


time," | smirk 

"Are you saying that | was domineering?" 

‘Oh no, baby. Never you." | roll my eyes. 

"Hey, | seem to remember you spending an awful lot of time up my ass last year," he teases. 


| smirk, leaning forward until he can feel my breath on the back of his neck. "And you love it. You love it when 


| push you to the bed, and fuck you hard and fast. You love feeling me come inside of you. You love it and you 


know it," | purr. 
He shivers. "Fuck yeah. So fucking big and hard inside me, love having you dominate me." 


"Is that what you want now?" | murmur. Christ, | hope so. My cock's standing at attention, practically begging 
to be buried in him. 


He doesn't say a word, just hands me a small bottle. 
| chuckle. "Well, you knew what you wanted before you ever came out here, didn't you?" 


He blushes, ducking his head. | keep stroking his shoulders, urging him to lean back against me. Then, my hands 
slide down, finding the tight little nipples, pinching and teasing. 


James' head lolls against my stomach, looking up at me desperately. "Please, Kirk," he begs. 


"Ssssh. My show, baby." | tease a little longer, until he can't hold back the little noises, they seem to burst 


from his throat with volcanic intensity. 


"Mmmm..like that, huh? Want more?" He nods, and | lean down, kissing the back of his neck, sliding down to his 


shoulders. 
He arches, whimpering as my teeth sink in, sucking hard. | lift my head, smirking at the mark. "Mine." 
"Yours, Kirk. Please..." 


| slip from behind him, and kneel in front of him, bending for a desperate kiss. "I like it when you beg, baby." 
One hand slides up his leg to stroke the obvious tenting of his boxers. 


He arches, trying to force me to touch him more, harder, but | back off, letting one finger slip in the fly, 
stroking along the velvet skin with gentle deliberation 


He mewls, hips jerking hard. "Kirk!" 

"Sensitive, baby. Do you know what I'm going to do now?" | ask, keeping my voice at a soft growling purr. 
"Please..." 

"I'm going to taste you, suck down that hard cock of yours. | know how much you like feeling my tongue on 
you. But I'm not going to let you come, baby. I'm going to make you wait. And then, when you don't think you 


can take any more, I'll lean you over this chaise lounge, and taste you some more." 


He whimpers softly. 


"Do you like it when | do that? Do you like my tongue teasing your ass?" 
He nods hard, and | reward him with a feathery kiss. 


"And then, when you're begging, I'll slip inside you, so tight and hot" | breathe the last words against his ear, 


feeling him shiver. 
"You like that idea, hmm?" 
"Please, Kirk," he whispers. "Need you inside me." 


| smile. "You'll get me, sweetheart. In good time." | carefully slide down his body, nuzzling my way from throat 


to hard little nipples. 


James is gasping like he's run a marathon, sprawled back against the chaise, legs spread wantonly. | can see the 


little wet patch on his briefs. It's incredibly hot. 


He's incredibly hot. | lick at the hard points of his nipples, little kitteny strokes of my tongue. He's nearly 


writhing, and I'm not even where | wanna be yet. 


Finally, | reach his waistband, and he lifts his hips, helping me slide the boxers off. | don't give him a moment 
to relax, burying my face against his crotch, sucking and nibbling at his balls before | get to the main course. 


He makes a strangled little noise as | slide down on him, tasting him fully, moaning with pleasure at his unique 


flavor. 


Jesus, he's close. It makes me stop far earlier than | plan, lifting my head to the accompaniment of his 


anguished moan. "Kiiiirrrk!" 
"Sssh," | whisper, voice shaky. He's so fucking sexy, | think | could come in my pants just listening to him. 


He goes stomach down over the chaise, and | make good on my second promise, nibbling at the base of his 


spine, sucking gently at the soft skin 
He tenses as my fingers spread his cheeks open, whimpering as he feels my breath. 


Then, l'm flickering the tip of my tongue in little circles around his entrance, darting just inside to tease, and 


he's moaning loudly, hips jerking in response. "Are you ready for me, James?" | ask. 
"Fuck, yeah. Please, Kirk.get in me, fuck me hard" 


| yank my sweatpants down, ignoring the ripping noise they make. Then, l'm slapping lube on, and sliding home. 


James is moaning, trying to arch back, begging me for more. 
And | give it to him, the sound of skin slapping on skin echoing in the air, punctuated by soft grunts and moans. 
| reach around, running my still slick fingers over his length, and he tenses, shouting hoarsely as his orgasm 


slams through him. 


His shivers are just quieting when mine begin, my keening cry announcing my climax, hands biting into his hips, 


holding tight as | empty myself inside his body. 


We stay like that, locked together, breathing hard, for a few minutes. Finally, | lift my head, gently disengaging 
from him. My sweatpants are a loss, | note. | ripped the seam, trying to get them down. 


They work just fine to clean us both up, though. James finally moves as | smooth the cloth over him, wiping 


the cum that's trickling down the back of his thighs. 
"Thanks," he murmurs, kissing me gently. 


| smile, snuggling against his side, and looking out at the faux savanna, watching the animals roam, ignoring the 


presence of the noisy two legged animals. 
After a moment, | hear his low rumble. "You're right, you know." 


"Of course | am," | say firmly. | wait til | hear him snort, feel the curve of his lips against my head. "What am 


| right about this time?" 


"Us waiting being a good thing. You're right, | wouldn't have been able to let you take control back then. | would 


have insisted on being in complete control. And you'd have resented it, and I'd have missed out on so much." 
| tilt my head up, kissing his jaw lightly. 


"| would have thought that our roles were written in stone, not understood that it's just like any other 
relationship. Give and take, that sometimes, it's okay to let you be strong, and let myself be not strong.” 


A smile touches my lips at his wording. "James, you're always strong. Even when you're not" 
His brow furrows in confusion, but | let it stand at that. He'll figure it out, one of these days. 


"I do love you, Hamlet," he says seriously. "I probably don't say it enough, or show it as much as | should..not 


sex, | know | show the physical okay, but | know | suck at the little things.’ 


| shake my head, but he goes on. 


"A lot of its the way | was brought up, | guess. We didn't go in for casual touching or showing things much in 
my family. It just wasn't the way things were." 


| smile slightly. "James, we weren't demonstrative in my family, either. Dad was too busy beating the shit out 
of us to stop for a hug, and Mom's just not touchy." 


He snorts, obviously trying to imagine Chelfea being a touchy mother. Mom's just not a warm fuzzy person. | 
love her, but she's still got issues about me being gay. | think deep down, she thinks that if | was straight, | 
wouldn't have been raped. 

"I'm not that touchy either. | mean, | still have OCD. It's controlled with the meds, but I'm never going to be 
the one who just hugs everyone. But, for a long time, that was the only thing | could give you, the touch of 
my hand" 


He pulls me tight against him, hugging like he won't let go. "I knew that," he whispers. "I knew how much it cost 


you to touch sometimes.” 
| lean into him, skin against skin. 


"And | knew what a gift it was to be allowed to touch you. I've never forgotten that. And | wish | had a way to 


tell you how much it always meant." He trails off as | shake my head. 


"You tell me. Every time you trust me enough to let me take the lead. | know how hard it is for you to not be 
in control. From you, that's the ultimate trust.” 


He smiles as | burrow my head against him, relaxing and enjoying the afternoon 
Its not long after that Lars wanders into the living room, glancing idly out the window. He stops, blinking. 
"We've been spotted," James observes. 


| nod, smirking as he just shakes his head, muttering to himself. I'm kinda glad the window's there. | probably 
don't want to hear whatever it is he's saying. 


"Think we should go in?" | ask 

"If we sit here much longer, we're going to get splinters in our asses," James observes. 

| stand, stretching a hand down to help him to his feet. 

Lars just rolls his eyes a little as we walk in. Jason shuffles past us in the hallway, without even blinking. 


As our door closes, | hear Uli snicker. "Exhibitionists, much?" 


James grins, kissing my neck lightly. "Are we exhibitionists?" 

| shrug, smiling back. "Nope. Just too impatient to wait." 

Not long before we head out for our last day in the Magic Kingdom, my cell phone shrills. 
| glance at the number, then shrug. "Hammett." 

The sound of heavy breathing comes over the line. 


"Hello?" 


"Pretty little faggot," a muffled voice hisses. "Do you think God suffers all of you to live? | am His judge, His 


jury, and His executioner. Repent or-" 
| disconnect with a shaking hand. "Who was that?" James asks. 


"Crank call. Might be time to switch my number again" It rings again, and | look at it. Different number, but 


who knows? 

"Want me to get if?" 

"Nah" | thumb the button. "Yeah?" 

For a moment, | hear breathing, and my finger twitches on the End key. Then, a voice. 
"You're just charming as all fuck today, Hammett" 


"Gl How are you?" | grin, relief washing through me. No matter what Tony says about how well he's doing, 
there's a part of me that was still holding my breath. 


"Getting there. | thought the religious types were big on turning the other cheek, and shit like that.” 


| snort softly. "lve heard that before, but you can't prove it by me. They all seem to have failings on the 


"Judge not" shit, too. How's your stomach?" 


"Well, aside from about fifty staples, pretty good. They fucking itch. They're pumping me with more antibiotics 


than | can pronounce. According to the doctor, Lars! ass might have had some bacteria on it." He chuckles. 


lm so not touching that one. Though, | think Jase might resent being called bacteria" | grin widely as he 


groans. 


"L was hoping you wouldn't go there." 

"You lie. You knew right where | would go with it" 

"You've got a dirty mind, Kirk.” 

| shrug. "Hey, | gotta be me. So when are they letting you out?" 


"I get out either tomorrow, or Wednesday, just in time to do nothing for the next three weeks." He sounds so 


disgusted that | can't help but laugh. 
"Poor G" 


He grumbles for a moment, then gets serious. "Look, | want all of you to be extra careful while I'm not around 


Ralph's a good guy, and damned good at his job, but-" 
"We'll be careful, G. Only two more shows, then we're out of the South." 


"l'Il feel a little better then, but don't think that just because you're above the Mason Dixon line, that you 


should take it easy. You need to stay alert. There are psychos even in the most liberal cities." 
"We will, | promise," | murmur. "We'll be fine, Gio." 


He grumbles a little, but | make more soothing noises. Finally, | pass the phone off to Jason, who's practically 
vibrating. James slips his arms around me, kissing my neck. "Feel better now that you've talked to him?" 


| smile, leaning my head back for a kiss. "Actually, yeah. So, what's on the agenda for today?" 
"How do you feel about Universal Studios, or MGM?" 


We all agree on Universal, if only to ride the Jurassic Park ride. James is big on adrenaline, as anyone who's 


seen the scars up and down his body knows. At least this way, he'll be getting his kicks in a safe environment. 


It turns out to be an unmitigated blast. Lars and | make Jason and James sit in the front seat, and the sight 
of them whooping and yelling as we go through is almost more fun than the ride. Then, it's off for dinner at a 
rice little café, which happens to serve vegetarian food as well. I'm well fed, happy, and safe. What more could | 


ask for? 


Peace and understanding just aren't on the horizon, I'm afraid. Not in this world, at least. 
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I's hard, leaving Disney for South Carolina. Let's see, we go from a little world with domestic partnership 


benefits for a state that had to be ordered to take the Confederate flag off its statehouse. 
Gotta love those Southern states. 


The day is clear, cold, when we touch down in Charleston. There's a big group of people clustered around the 


airfield, prompting a collective groan. Protesters, whee. 


Its not until the door sighs open that we realize. They're not protesters. They're fans. A honking big group of 
them, cheering us as we step off the plane. Maybe South Carolina won't be so bad after all 


Jason practically bounces to the fences to greet them, signing autographs and chatting. James follows, 


wandering along the borders, black sharpie pen in hand. | can't help but smile at them. Our fan boys. 
After tossing my stuff in the back of the limo, and picking James’ up and stowing it, | wander towards the 
fence, missing Gio. Ralph is at my side, but he's not the big guy. | start signing, seeing Lars doing the same out 


of the corner of my eye. 


The fans are almost uniformly polite, offering the Southern hospitality I've always heard about. As | chat with 


a young man with spiked blue hair, Lars sidles up to me. 


"Looks like they planned something to make us feel welcome," he murmurs. "There's a stage down the way, the 


governor's there. Tell James to head that way." 


"Yeah," the kid I'd been talking to enthuses. "They're gonna proclaim Friday, when you have the concert, 
Metallica Day." 


Lars blinks. "Really? Cool" 


| thank the kid, heading down to where Jason and James are goofing around, mugging for the fans' cameras. 
After getting in a couple of goofy shots, | let them in on the development. 


Jason seems surprised. "Are you sure we're in the South?" 


"Not everyone down here are bible-thumping rednecks," | smile. "Now, come on, let's go make nice for the 


VIPs." | turn, heading towards the stage. 


They follow, and we catch up to Lars and his shorter legs with ease. As we get closer, | can see the raised 
dais. It's just a rickety looking platform, looks like they swiped it from one of the local high schools. It's 
decorated with enough balloons that | wonder briefly if that's what's holding it up. They're all silver and black, 


offset with the black and red streamers, and the large banner that reads "Charleston Welcomes Metallica 
Okay, it's a little tacky, but considering what we've had lately, it's damned near touching. 

The governor makes a nice, windy speech, touting the diversity of the "New South.” | could take so many 
potshots at that, but I'm going to behave. The governor greets each of us with a warm smile and a handshake, 
as though he somehow wants to prove that he's just that liberal. Is it an election year? 

James looks at me, as though worried about something. I'm not sure whether he's worried about the OCD, or 
the little smirk on my lips. If | had to pick, number two would be my choice. The thought brings a smile to my 
face, just as the governor gets to me. 

"Welcome to Charleston," he intones. "I really hope you'll enjoy your stay in our great city." 

| take the proffered hand, shaking it gently. Then, on a whim, | pull him into a quick hug. Behind me, | hear Lars’ 
startled laugh. "It's so sweet of you to come out here just to welcome us," | chirp. "It just means so much to 


all of us." 


He backs up, looking flustered, and moves on to Lars. Uli just has an evil look in his eyes. To the governor's 
shock, he grabs his head, planting a kiss on each cheek. 


James loses it, snickering and burying his face in Jason's back to hide it. The shaking shoulders kinda give it 
away, though. 


After that, the guy bumbles through his speech, finally managing to present us with the little plaques. They 


have our names on them, and the proclamation that Friday will be Metallica Day in South Carolina 

Cool. 

The ride to the hotel is accomplished with ease. We decided to stay a little bit away from the concert venue, 
booking ourselves in a different hotel from our staff. Well, except the security guys. Ralph insisted, threatened 
to call Gio if we didn't behave. 


Hey, hurt or not, | don't want him pissed with me. 


The hotel is actually a remodeled plantation manor, complete with wide, sweeping staircase. Lars whistles softly. 


"Fuck, this place is gorgeous." 


"Looks like something out of a fucking romance novel," James grumbles. The bright look in his eyes tells me 


that he's just as thrilled as the rest of us. 


| smirk, clapping the back of my hand to my head, and swooning against him. Whoops, bad idea He stumbles, 


and | land on my ass. 


Giggling, | continue, undeterred. "Oh, Rhett, whatever shall | do?" | ask with a horrible Southern accent. 
"Wherever shall | go?" 


Lars laughs until | think he's gonna piss himself. Jason loops an arm around him, both holding him, and holding 
him upright. 


James looks down at me, shaking his head. "You're a putz, baby." He reaches down, offering his hand. 


| forget sometimes how strong he is. He levels me to my feet like | weight nothing, lifting with ease. | lean up 
on my tiptoes, pressing a light kiss to his lips. "Thanks." 


A softly cleared throat makes me turn, blushing as a little old lady old enough to be my grandmother stands 
there. "Uh, sorry about that-" 


She chuckles softly, shaking her head. "Oh, to be young again." Her eyes narrow. "Well, and to have a nice stud 
like that at my beck and call" This time, her laugh has a distinctly bawdy sound to it. 


| join in, laughing as James blushes. 


She walks over, leaning lightly on her cane, and inspects me from head to toe. "Damn, you really are a nice 


one. 


| fight the urge to laugh as her eyes turn towards James. He looks horrified as she smiles at him. "Don't 
worry, | don't bite. Can't blame a girl for looking, though." 


Lars is nearly choking, watching James. It's amusing as hell. 


I'm Blanche Boudreaux, your hostess. Welcome to Twin Oaks. If you'll follow me, I'll show you to your 


apartments." 


She leads us, moving surprisingly quickly for her age. | think that cane may be more show than anything. With 
the brace on my knee, I'm scrambling to keep up. And since she's looped her arm into mine, | don't have much 


of a choice. 


She guides us over to the wide staircase, then around past it. "You're all welcome to jog the stairs if you'd like, 


but I'm too damn old to waste energy on it” 


| smile as we reach a beautiful old cage-type elevator, opening the front door. "Is this your home?" 
She nods slightly. "It's been in the Boudreaux family for 14 generations. My father is the one who decided to 
make it into a hotel, back in the Great Depression It was the only way to keep it." She presses the switch and 


we begin the slow ascent. 


Finally, we're at the top, and she guides me down the hall, towards where the others are waiting. "Don't worry," 
she assures James. "| didn't try to take liberties with your young man." 


| can't help the laughter that slips out. The look on James' face..he's used to the practical sweetness of Mary, 
our wardrobe mistress. This is so far out of his realm of experience, it's hysterical. | bend, pressing a light 
kiss to her cheek. "And thats to my d-deepest disappointment," | assure her. 

She laughs softly. "Oh, you'll do, young man. You'll do nicely.” 

We're shown to our apartments, and left to get settled in. James and | are in a huge set of rooms, complete 
with an airy sitting room that looks out over a balcony. Its a beautiful mix of antiques and modern, all of it 
replete with that certain Southern charm. 

James wanders around the room, pacing like a caged animal. "Everything okay?" 


He shrugs, then gestures towards the room. "I'm afraid l'm gonna break something." 


| shake my head, motioning for him to come over to me. He does, sitting down on the sofa like it's an eggshell 


he's trying not to crack. "James. Relax. It's not going to break." 

He tries, | can see him struggling with something or another. "Why does this place bother you?" 

It reminds me of the Reading Room" 

"The what?" 

"The local Christian Science Reading Room. Dad dragged me a few times. And | went with him a couple times 
when he was sick. It was where you go for prayer, when you're sick. This cloying room, with way too many 


flowers, like a funeral home, like you were already dead," he spat. 


Oooh, think James still has some issues with religion? "Settle down, baby. Look around you. It's just a very nice 
room. Nothing r-religious in sight” | stroke my fingertips over his thigh lightly. 


He sighs. "I know that, Hamlet. It's just hard to convince parts of me." 


| smirk. "C'mere, James. Let me see if | can help convince you." | reach up, knotting my fingers in the blonder 


than blonde spikes, tugging him close. 


"What'd you have in mind," he asks, voice a soft growl. 


He lifts his head with such an affronted look that | have to laugh. | lean in close, brushing my lips against his 
neck. "Or, you could b-bend me over this very tasteful couch, and slide your big cock inside me, fuck me until 


neither of us can stand." 


He's quiet for a moment, and | pull back, looking at him curiously. "What?" 


over the head with it. "Hey, you offered!" 

"Bitch," | grumble, turning my back and pretending to sulk. Callused fingers slide up my back, gathering my hair 
and lifting it off my neck. A moment later, there's the soft rasp of his mustache, brushing over sensitive skin 
lightly. 

Fuck, he knows how to play me. | swear, he's telepathic. How else could he have figured how much | like having 
the nape of my neck bitten? "James," | whimper, feeling his hands slide around me, lightly fingering my nipples 
through the thin fabric of my shirt. 

“Hmmmmm?" 

"Please God, don't stop." l'm shivering, arching into his touch. 

One hand slides down my stomach, teasing along the edge of my waistband. "Do you want more, Hamlet?" 
"Please, fuck me hard, James," | beg. 


He opens his mouth to answer when a tap at the door interrupts us. "What?" he growls. 


"Jesus, don't you people look at your itineraries?" Lars snaps. "We've got a Rolling Stone photo shoot in an 


hour." 
"Fine, we'll be out in an hour," James snaps. 
P 


"We are not doing yet another photo shoot where Kirk has that brainless freshly-fucked look on his face!" Lars 
yells. "Jesus, talk about rubbing it in the face of the fans!" 


James growls low in his throat in that way that would scare the fuck out of anyone with an ounce of sanity. 


So, not Lars, then. 


"Go ahead and growl," the little dictator snaps. "But | expect your ass down here in fifteen minutes." 
James rests his forehead against my neck. "| hate him." 


| reach back, stroking his hair gently. "Uli, | swear, if you interrupt us one more time... 


"If he didn't spend 24/7 up your ass, | wouldn't have to!" From anyone but Lars, that would be cause for 


murder. 

"Jealous?" | call back. "We can get Jase some Viagra, if that's the problem." 

"Heyl" Jason's outraged voice comes clearly. 

| sigh, slipping away from James. "Raincheck, baby?" 

He nods, standing and kissing me lightly. "I suppose." 

We wander down to find Lars mid-argument on the cell phone. "Roger," Jason informs us. 

"Jesus Christ, Roger! We've done enough already!" He pauses, then shakes his head. "No fucking way! | don't 
give a flying fuck! No. Roger, are you listening? No. Not happening. We're not doing another fucking interview 
for ABC television. We'll do MTV, NBC, CBS, CNN, hell, we'll do fucking TNN, but not ABC!" 

"What's the problem?" James asks. 

"Hang on, Rog." Lars claps his hand over the mouthpiece. "He wants us to do the pre-Oscar interview thing." 
"Oh, fuck no! That was Barbara's show!" James growls. 

A blast of noise comes from the phone, obviously Roger trying to state his case again 

Lars looks at me. "You wanna explain this?" 

| smirk. "When did | get suit duty?" 

"When you got better at handling them than | am," Lars grins, tossing me the phone. 


"Rog, hey. It's Kirk" 


He pauses for a moment. "Kirk, how are you? | was just explaining to Lars, its not Barbara's show any more. 


They gave it to Deborah Norville after she ambushed you." 


"Tell you what. If we can play a song of our choice, then we'll do it” 


"You will?" 

"We will?" James asks. 

"Uh-huh. If we can play "So What," unedited, we'll d-do it" 
"Not a chance in hell,” he says flatly. 

"My thoughts exactly." 

"Kirk-" 


"Look, Rog," | say comfortably. "I know that you can probably try to force us to do it, right? Threats were 
probably the next thing c-coming out of your mouth." 


"No, of course not. | would never-" He blusters, like throwing out the ultimatums wasn't next on the list of 


negotiations. 


"Oh, good. l'm glad to hear it. Cause you k-know, bad things happen when we get forced. | get pissed, and then, | 
say things | don't mean to." 


Roger's quiet for a moment, and | wonder if the threat was too subtle for him. "| see," he finally says. "I'll send 


our regrets, then" 

"Thank you, Roger. Are there any other publicity things we can do instead?" See, | can compromise. 

"Well, there's a couple of other things that have come up, but | don't know if you'd want to do them." 

"Run them by me, and | c-can put it on the table for a vote." 

"There's an Oscar night party, hosted by Elton John. He'd like you to do a set, it's for the Pediatric AIDS 
foundation. There's also a pre-Oscar thing, with E! Television They'd like to have someone ride in your limo with 
a camera, get your thoughts as you watch the pre-Oscar shit on the television, kinda an outsider's view. 
There are others, but those are the two big ones," he says. 


"Okay, hang on, Rog." | lift my head, giving the others the options. 


Five minutes later, I'm back on the phone. "Yes to El, but we're gonna need more info on the party, like what 


kind of songs they're expecting, how many, etc." 


Roger promises to get back to me on that, and | hang up with a smirk "See? Nothing to it" 


The photographer arrives soon after, lugging enough equipment to light up a third world nation. The premise of 
it is to get us at our grittiest, make us look like the bad-assed rockers we're supposed to be, but to do it in 
"pretty" surroundings. 


First, we have wardrobe and make up. Oooh, this looks like fun. James is recreating an old shoot of his, of him 
in leather pants and guitar. The hair's too short for a breeze now, but he still looks fucking incredible. Better 


than ever, actually. 


Lars is being poured into a pair of leather pants..apparently, Uli's gained a couple of pounds. | can't see it, but | 
can't imagine them really wanting to see the outline of his cock through them. Add to that, a nice black long 
sleeved shirt, and he's looking..well he looks like a kid playing dress up, as usual. 


Hey, he might be in his forties now, but he's still got that pixie face. It's kinda sick. 
Jason is faring better, wriggling into a pair of snug, battered jeans and a black Misfits shirt. How appropriate. 


| pull out the gear they've got for me and grin. Well. I'm getting fucked tonight. Possibly this afternoon, if we 
get a break. Cause, damn. Yeah, it's butch, but still. | slip into a pair of the black buckskin pants, complete with 
lace up sides and fly. | probably didn't have to snug them down so much, but fuck it. I'm in good shape. | might 
as well enjoy it. The bleached denim muscle shirt looks good with it, sets off my skin 


Of course, at some point, they tell me that they want me to take off the muscle shirt, and get some shirtless 
shots. If that's what they really want..okay. I'm gonna get fucked! 


James' eyes narrow as | walk out, puting that little roll into my walk It's not easy with the limp, but | think 
I'm getting used to it. | can usually ignore the damned thing as long as I've got the brace on. | meet his eyes, 


then deliberately let my eyes flicker down his body and back up with a dark, heated smile. 
He shifts quickly, growling at me as | sidle up to him. "I'm so getting you for that, Hamlet." 


Then, we're being ushered into the little courtyard for what has to be the weirdest band shot yet. The four 
of us, arranged in various manly poses in front of a fountain. It's hard to keep a straight face with Jason 


goofing next to you. 


Then, they split us up. Lars gets his shots done with a backdrop of magnolia bushes, leaning against the trunk 


with that lazy, sloe look in his eyes. The green of the leaves makes his eyes look nearly luminous. 


Jason is dragged over to the stone wall surrounding the courtyard. Sitting on it, he looks the picture of 
energetic youth, even if he is over forty. 


James is posed in front of a statue of an angel. It's almost six feet tall, so he blocks the view of the statue, 
making it look like the white marble wings are sprouting from his back. Combined with the traditional Mighty 


Hetfield glower, it's an impressive picture. 


Then, it's my turn They lead me over to a black marble lion, standing a hefty five feet tall. First, | get to lean 
on it, letting my hand rest on the sculpted mane. Then, they have me sit on it's upraised paw, giving them the 
intense, pouty look 


Then, the photographer makes his next request. "I'd like you to sit on it" 

Easier said than done. | try to scramble up, but my knee betrays me every time. The sad thing is, they're stil 
taking pictures of me trying like an idiot to scramble on top. Finally, | snarl, giving up. "Would someone like to 
get me a fucking chair?" | ask, frustration making my voice rough. 

Instead, James comes over. "Need a hand, baby?" 

"What gave you that idea, braintrust?" | growl. | regret it almost instantly, blowing out a hard breath. "Im 
sorry, baby. | just hate-" | sigh softly, gesturing towards my leg. "And all they can do is take pictures," | add 
resenttully. 


| see Lars over by the Rolling Stone people, mouth going a mile a minute, hands waving in the air. "What bug's 
up his ass?" 


James' face darkens. "Tell you later. First, let's get you up here. Leg up, or should | just lift you?" 
| consider for a moment. "Leg up, please. I'd like to spare a little of my dignity." 


He smiles slightly. "Kirk, it would take a fuckload more than this to make you lose that. Every trial, every 
problem, you come through it with your head up high." 


| smile back, leaning up impulsively to press a light kiss to his mouth. "Tha-aank you, baby." 


He clasps his hands together, and | put my foot in them, using him as a step to lift me onto the back with 


ease. 


Lars finishes whatever he has to say to the photographers, and they turn back to taking my picture. | sit 
upright, lay forward, resting my folded arms on the mane. Finally, we're done. They promise to overnight the 
proofs to us in Boston. Cool. 


After they pack up, we sit in the little garden, just relaxing. Blanche wanders out, smiling at us. "I was watchin’ 


from the kitchen porch, and it looked like you all worked up a sweat. Can | interest you in something to drink?" 


Lars smiles, offering her that sweet charm. "That would be wonderful. Then, | really should get back to work" | 
notice Jason making a little face at that. Possibly, I'll mention to Uli that he might want to pay a little more 


attention to his lover. 


She glances over at the gardener/handyman, who's currently restoring the furniture to it's proper places. 


"Aurelis, would you go fetch the tray off the table in the kitchen?" 


He gives us all a sideways look that says plainly how little he thinks of that idea. "I'll go in just a few minutes, 
Miss Blanche." 


"Actually, the garden can wait," she says tartly. "Now, please." 


He turns, muttering something about "faggots" under his breath. | see James hands clench on the armrests, 


and Ulits mouth open, but Blanche beats them both. 


"Aurelis Reginald Jackson! You apologize to my guests this very instant," she demands. "I will not have you 
behaving like a spoiled Neanderthal in my home." 


"The bible says-" 

"Don't go quoting Scripture at me, Aurelis. The bible also says that you shouldn't judge, lest you be judged" 
Hey, someone who remembers that versel Finally! 

Her eyes narrow, and the tip of her cane taps on the cobblestones. "And what about "Let ye who is without 
sin cast the first stone?" | know all about you and Mrs. Rambleton, so | damn well know you're not without sin. 
Now, apologize, and go get me the drinks!" 


He blushes bright red, and mumbles a hasty "sorry," then hurries towards the kitchen. 


Blanche turns back, sighing softly. "I'm so sorry about that, gentlemen. Please accept my deepest apologies for 


the horrible scene." 


| find myself standing, walking over and pressing a light kiss to her cheek. "Thank you, Blanche. It's been a long 


time since someone took up for us." 


She smiles that sweet, wicked smile, and pats my cheek. "Thank you. Its been a long time since | had this many 
handsome men in the house." 


Jason quickly pulls a chair over as Aurelis brings a tray of lemonade and iced tea out. "Won't you join us?" he 
asks. 


"I really should be working," she says, but we can all see her wavering. 
"Please?" James nudges. "Let us have the honor of your company for just a little while?" 


| smirk. Jesus, he sounds like a bad version of "Gone With The Wind" Gotta love that redneck chivalry. 


After a moment, she nods, and | usher her to a chair while Lars and Jason pour drinks. The rest of the 
afternoon is spent chatting with her, listening to some of her more colorful stories. In return, we regale her 


with some of our less colorful ones. 


As we go in to change for dinner, she loops surprisingly strong fingers around my wrist. "I like that man of 


yours," she says. "He's a keeper.” 

| smile brightly at her. "I think so, too. Thanks, Blanche." 

Dinner is a small affair at a local restaurant. They take wonderful care of us, having obviously done their 
homework. The menu we're offered contains several vegetarian choices, and for once, not all of them are 
pastal 


It's a little raucous with the whole crew there, but they're up to the task. 


Then, it's back to our lovely plantation for a nice night's sleep. James is in the shower when my cell phone 


rings again. "Hello?" 

"Did you think | had forgotten about you, faggot?" God will strike you down, and | will be his-" 

| disconnect quickly. Dammit. In the excitement of Gio calling, | forgot to tell Uli about that. Better do it now. | 
poke my head in the shower to let James know where l'm headed, and trot down the hall. Hope I'm not 
interrupting anything. 

"Uli?" | call, tapping on the door. "If its a bad time, | can come back tomorrow?" 

The door opens, revealing a fully dressed Jason. "A bad time?" he says dryly. "What's that?" 


| smile apologetically, reaching up to stroke his hair. "Sorry, Jase. Want me to talk to him?" 


"And do what? Remind him that he's got a lover? Nah. If he can't figure it out, I'm not going to burst his 
bubble." 


| pat Jason's hair lightly again, making a mental note to catch Uli when he's not around. Jason doesn't deserve 
to be ignored. Lars glances up from the writing desk, his cellphone in plastered to his ear, mumbling as he 
scribbles in his little tour notebook. 


After a couple of more minutes, he looks up. "Hej, what's up?" 


| hand him the phone, shrugging. "I've gotten a couple crank calls lately. When Tony or you get a sec, have the 
number changed again, would you?" 


He nods, eyes sharpening. "What kind of cranks?" 

"Some putz, saying that he's God's executioner, we'll pay for our sins, just a crackpot" 
"How long has that been going on?" Lars asks. 

"Since yesterday in Disney. Gio called right afterwards, so | didn't think to mention it" 


Lars shakes his head. "I'll give it to Ralph, let him send the info to the proper authorities. In the meantime, IIl 


have someone get you a new one by the time we hit the stage tomorrow night. Anything else?" 

"Nah, that's about it. I'll leave you two lovebirds." 

Lars smirks softly, looking back at Jase with such utter adoration that it makes me wanna gag. Jase isn't even 
looking at us, instead he's over by the balcony, looking out into the dark night. | see a faint touch of confusion 


cross Lars' face, and have to smile. 


| lean down, touching his shoulder. "If | was you," | whisper. "I'd go over there and fuck his brains through the 


mattress right now." 
He grins. "Yeah, | think I'm done for tonight." 


| smile, flicking the lock as | slip out the door. | hear Lars’ voice go all husky, murmuring softly to Jason, and 


Jase's equally husky reply. 


Well, I've done my part for the evening. | open the door, blinking as the soft scent of magnolias and musk 
greets me. The sitting room is lit only by one dim writing lamp, and beyond it, | can see a softly flickering light. 


| flip off the light, tiptoeing to the doorway and peering in. Candles, lots of them. That's the first thing | see. 
Its a beautiful arch, ivy and magnolias twining around a dark wood, with a dozen candles nestled in the 


blossoms. Branches of blooms are strewn over every flat surface, save the bed. 


The bed seems to have acquired new sheets, too. Black silk, dimly luminous in the candle light. Beautiful as they 
are, though, they pale next to what's on them. 


| can't tell if James is naked or not. He's sprawled out on the sheets, long legs tangled in the silk so it drapes 
artfully across his hips, outlining his flat stomach and the thin line of hair that burrows beneath. He's got a 
couple of pillows under his shoulders, propping him up to watch me with those incredible eyes. 


"How did you?" 


He smiles, and | swear, it's brighter than all the candles. "Blanche helped me. | think she likes you." 


"She's a nice lady." 
"A nice lady who has the hots for your body, babe." 


"Nah, | think she likes you, actually." | step forward, slipping my t-shirt off as | walk. I'd kicked my boots off 


when | came in for the night. Less clothing is good. 


He's watching me with the eyes of a predator. | like that. As | come closer to the bed, he shifts, one hand 


sliding lazily up his side. It brushes over a flat nipple, and | swallow hard. Jesus, he's sexy. 
"Starting without me, baby?" | ask hoarsely. 
That smile should be illegal. He shifts again, coming to his knees. "Wouldn't dream of it." 


Oh yes, he's naked. And hard. And so fucking hot that my knees go weak. And now, oh holy fuck, he's crawling, 
half slithering across those beautiful sheets towards me. He comes to his knees in front of me, not quite 


touching. 


The bed puts him at a height disadvantage. It's unusual to be able to look down into his eyes. | kinda like it. | 
bend, pressing my lips lightly against his. "I love you," | whisper. 


| can feel the curve of his lips against me. "I love you, too.” Strong arms slide around my waist, and l'm pulled 


against him, the heat of his skin sinking into me. 


| lean back a little so he can slide his hand between us, undoing my jeans, and sliding inside to tease sensitive 
skin. Fuck, that's nice. Then, the jeans are sliding down, falling around my ankles to be stepped out of. Then, his 
fingers are sliding lower, brushing over my cock lightly, teasing. 


| gasp, letting my head fall back, enjoying the brush of my hair against the small of my back. It's gotten long, 
nearly down to my ass, just like | swore | was gonna do. | love the feel of it on my skin, one of my many 


vanities. 

Shit! James leans forward, lips and teeth fastening on my throat, nibbling at the pulse point until l'm 
whimpering with pleasure. His hand leaves my cock, pulling me closer, giving himself access to suck my earlobe 
between his teeth, nipping lightly. 


"Please," | beg. 


Hands drift over my thighs, curling around and sliding up to cup my ass, lifting me, grinding me against him. 


"Please what, Hamlet?" he growls. 


He knows what that voice does to me. "Fuck me, baby. Hard and slow and deep," | murmur, arching against him 


like a cat in heat. 


He stills for a moment, not breathing, then | hear that familiar little moan "Jesus, baby." 


One of the hands on my ass moves, sliding along the crack lightly, delving deeper with each stroke. | can't help 
wriggling my hips, pressing back against him. Finally, that finger reaches where | want it, sliding over my 
entrance lightly before nudging inside. 


| moan as he teases, barely entering me, then finally growl in frustration "James..." 


"Lie down, baby. l'm just getting started," he purrs. He takes my hand, arranging me back on the pillows. "Did | 


mention that Blanche is a dirty old woman?" 
"Huh?" 


| found my nice little bundle of things for tonight, and there were a couple of extras." He lifts up one hand, 
and | gape, too stunned to giggle. 


Dangling from James fingers is a pair of leather restraints, and a soft leather blindfold. Jesus, Mary, and 
Joseph, that sweet little old lady is supplying bondage materials? 


Okay, stop the world, time to get off. 


James is smirking slightly. "Just kidding. | picked them up in New Orleans." He grins wider as | smack his 
shoulder lightly. "Now, give me your hands." 


| hold them out, letting him strap the soft leather around my wrists. A moment later, they're securely 
fastened to the posts of the bed. There's enough slack that | can flex my arms, but not enough that | can 
move around much. | lift my head, letting him blindfold me. 


"Okay?" James asks me. 
"l'm good." 


"No argument there," he murmurs, voice gone all deep and husky. Damn, | love that voice. A moment later, his 


fingertips slide up the inside of my knee, and | jump, startled. "Ssssh, I've got you, Hamlet. Nothing's gonna hurt 


you. 


Another hand joins the first, sliding over my body slowly, teasing me with light, gentle touches. | whimper as 
one slides over my nipple without warring, teasing me. The lack of vision only makes it more intense, never 


knowing where the next touch will be. 


Right now, there's a fingertip tracing little circles around my balls, sliding underneath, teasing me. "Please, 


James," | gasp. 


A fingertip slides up the underside of my shaft, and | moan, hips jerking. The next touch comes at my nipples, 
both hands sliding up to tease the hard buds. "Please!" 


| don't know how long he teases. It feels like an eternity before a slick finger nudges against my entrance, 


sliding smoothly in as | whimper. "James, damn you, fuck mel" 


He chuckles softly, the finger withdrawing. | open my mouth to curse, but stop as he shifts, his weight settling 
between my thighs. A moment later, he's sliding into me slowly, filling me completely. It only takes a minute of 
slow, hard thrusts before I'm tensing under him, mewling as | come hard It seems to snap his control, as he 


loses rhythm, thrusting with wild abandon, until he too, stiffens, driving hard one last time as | feel him fill me 


with his seed. 


Then, he unhooks the cuffs and tugs off the blindfold, and | snuggle against him, whispering my love. I'm half 


asleep when he slips out of bed, blowing out the candles before coming back, curling against me. 

The next morning dawns dark and gloomy, though the weather.com site swears that it's gonna be mostly 
sunny. I'll believe it when | see it. | check my e-mail, sorting out the assorted lists I'm on. One of the girls on 
the slashfic list l'm on, apparently is going to be at the show tonight. Cool. | hope she gets backstage. Another 


e-mail is from the OFlahrety's mailing list. Apparently, the band James and | had joined onstage have a website. 
Cool. 


| check it out, smiling at the opening picture, one of us onstage with them. "Hey, babe, look at this." 


James slips in behind me, reading over my shoulder. "Check the "Where we'll be at" page. Wonder if they're 
anywhere we can drag Uli and Jase?" 


| click it, finding out much to our chagrin that they're in Boston at a pub for two days before we get there. 
Well, shit. "They're going to be in Chicago on the Seventeenth," he points out. 


"Babe, we've got the Oscars that night" 
‘Oh, right. Shit. Maybe after the tour, then" 


“That'll have to work" | sigh, shutting down, and head down to breakfast. Lars is on his phone as usual, talking a 


mile a minute. 
He is however, sitting on Jase's lap while doing it. Well, that's an improvement, | guess. 
"Ja. No, we're not doing the cross country thing. Can they have it done by the time we're in Memphis? It gives 


you nearly three weeks. Ja. That'll work" He pauses for a moment. "Good. Just send the information to Tony, 


our tour manager. Thanks.” He hangs up with a soft snort. 


"What's up?" Jase asks him, stroking his leg lightly. 


‘Our Norfolk concert is on hold, we'll probably have to squeeze it after Memphis. That storm that was going 
to hit New Orleans worked it's way up the coast before it went out to sea near Norfolk. It really fucked them 
over-flooding, hail, the whole works. It damaged the Scope, flooded the lower levels. As a result, we're going 


straight to Boston after the show tonight” 
"We'll get a couple of days off, then?" James asks. 
"Yeah, more or less. Why, something you want to do?" 


We tell them about the concert, and they seem just as enthusiastic about it as we are. Before we head out to 
the arena, we've already called for tickets to both nights. 


"Oh, Quirk, Tony said to let you know that he'd have a new cell number for you when we get to the arena" 
"What's wrong with your old number?" James asks. 


Oops, forgot to tell him. He's gonna be pissed. "I've gotten a couple of unpleasant crank calls on it, so | decided it 
was time to get a new number." 


His eyes darken. "Baby L 


It takes me the better part of the morning to convince him that it's not a big deal. It usually doesn't take that 
long for someone to get our cell numbers while we're on tour. Too many sheets of paper with all that info 
flying around between crew members. Eventually, someone slips, and poof, our numbers are in the hand of 


some fan or another. 


The concert that night is great. We're all rested up, and ready to go. The fans are loud as hell, cheering every 
little thing like we've found a cure for world hunger. By the time we get back to the house, we're exhausted, 


but happy. Blanche is waiting up for us with milk and cookies. 


We all tease her about spoiling us, and tell her that we're going to kidnap her and take her on tour with us. 
She smiles and tells us that she wouldn't mind. She's enjoyed having four studs around. 


We all head to bed that night kind of sorry to be heading out to Boston. South Carolina was awfully good to us. 
As soon as we land in Boston, we know we're up North. To start with, it's about twenty degrees colder, 
bordering on fucking frigid. The people are different, too. Don't get me wrong, they're nice, and easy to deal 


with, and very liberal minded, but after so long in the south, it's a touch of culture shock. 


There's a nice cadre of Met fans waiting for us outside our hotel, and we sign, despite the fact that we're all 
about ready to pass out. Finally, we head inside. The hotel is lovely, accommodating; utterly sterile and 


completely devoid of personality. | make a mental note to send Blanche a nice thank you card. 

Still, it's a bed. | hate being dragged out of bed early after a concert, but the nice storm completely fucked 
our travel plans. James looks like he's in a half zombie state, walking on autopilot. | help him get his boots and 
jeans off and shove him into bed. A moment later, lim following, snuggling against his warmth, feeling his arm 
go around me tightly. 

Waking up is pleasant this time. It's at least mid-afternoon, but the blinds barely let in little slivers of light. 
James' hand is heavy against my stomach, fingers brushing over the tattoo there. | wonder if he knows the 
kink | have about him touching them? He must. He's spent more time licking at the flames than | can count. 
A light tap on the door brings me out of my reverie, and | slip out of the bed, wandering to the door. As 
usual, we've got connecting suites with Uli and Jase, so | know who it is. Besides, psychos rarely knock on an 
unlocked door. 

"Yeah?" 

"Sorry to disturb you," Jase whispers. "Uli asked me to come get you." 

| glance back at James, now sprawled on his stomach, taking up most of the bed. "Just me, or both of us?" 
He chews his lip a bit. "All he said was to see if Kirk was up, so | guess you." 


"Thanks. Lemme yank on some j-jeans." 


A few minutes later, I'm wandering into their suite. Jase hands me a mug of tea with a tired smile. "Here, 


you're gonna need this." 
Uh-oh. "What's up, Lars?" 


He runs his fingers through his hair, which seems to take that as a cue to stick up all over the place. He looks 
tired, and worried. "Apparently, we've still got problems.’ 


"What kind of problems?" 

"When our guys got to the arena to set up, they found a welcoming present.” 
"Shit. What kind?" 

"Bomb, not a professional job, though." 


"Mothertuck. Did it go off?" 


He nods slightly, wincing. "Yeah." 

"How b-bad?" | ask, gulping the steaming tea. 

“Could have been much worse. A couple of cuts, a few bruises. No one was too close when it went off, 
thankfully. From what the bomb squad said, the main danger is from that kind of bomb is the heat it puts 
out." 

| wince. "God, | miss Gio." 

"Tell me about it," Jason agrees. 

Lars touches his hand gently, more just a gentle affirmation that he's there than anything. "Anyway, we're 


going to have the dogs sweep the building every day, at random times, plus we'll have them do a full sweep 
before we get there for sound check on Friday." 


| nod. "What about the hotel? Should we think about having it swept?" 


Lars just chuckles. "Kirk, every place we've stayed in aside from Disney was swept thoroughly right before we 


arrived." 

"Oh" | shrug. "Hey, you're the business brain. I'm just the guitarist who only pla-ays guitar." 

He grins. "Yup. Kirk Hamster. That's you." 

| smile brightly, thinking back to that tour. In a lot of ways, until this year, it had the distinction of being the 
best and worst year of my life. On one hand, it was a lot of fun, we saw places that | hadn't even dreamed of, 
James and | were growing closer and closer, and we just had a blast. On the other, it was hellishly long, | hated 


Axl Rose, and we're not even touching the whole Montreal incident: 


"There will never be another tour like that one," | say. | mock-glare at Lars. "Got that? There will *never* be 


another tour like that one." 
Lars chuckles. "Okay, next crappy subject. Do you want me to go after an apology from Rolling Stone?" 
"Huh?" 


He rubs his eyes. "That's right, you couldn't hear them. Thank fuck James couldn't, or we'd be apologizing for 
the untimely death of their fucking crew." 


| blink, confused. "What are we talking about?" 


"The photographer. While you scrambled to get on the lion, one of his assistants asked if he should get you a 


chair," Lars explains. "The asshole's reply was "No, let the little fag fall" James would have killed him." 
"Fucker," | mutter. 

"So, | can go after an apology, or outright sue for discriminatory and unsafe working conditions." 
Sye?" 

Lars smirks. "I've done it for less." 

| roll my eyes. "I know. Just an apology, | think” 


Lars tilts his head. "You've changed. The Kirk | remember would have begged me not to bother, that he wasn't 
worth it" 


| smile slightly. "Couldn't stay broken forever, Uli. l'm gonna go grab a shower, kick James out of bed. Still 
coming with us to see Dummadroich?" | know I'm mangling the name of Meghan's band, but hey, what do you 
want from the flake? 


"ve got too much shit to do, but Jase had said he wanted to go," Lars murmurs. 


| catch that faintly wounded look on Jason's face again. Dammit, Uli! "He's welcome to come along. They're here 


for two nights, lim not taking no for an answer for both, though." 
"lll come tomorrow." 

"Good. Jase?" 

He shrugs. "I guess, if you're sure you don't mind the third wheel." 
"Of course not. You can be Ralph's date." 

He smirks a little. "I'll pass." 


"Hey, tell Ralph to find his own guy. This one's taken," Lars says, arm snaking around Jason's waist to kiss his 


spine. 


Jason smiles, fingers curling around Uli's, holding him close. It's sweet, and incredibly intimate. With a 


murmured excuse, | slip back over to our suite. 


James grumbles, but the prospect of a hot shower is too much for him. Two hours later, we're as 
inconspicuous as we can be, considering that we're still in the limo. Ralph is not thrilled with this little jaunt, 


mumbling things about his ears bleeding. 


By the end of the night, he's been converted. Meghan's got the voice of an angel, and a sense of humor that is 
surpassed by none. We slip up to say hello at the end of the night, promising to drag Lars back for the next 
night. 


When we get in, Lars is asleep at the table, head pillowed on his papers. "Idiot," Jason mutters. His arms slide 
around Lars, gently lifting him from the table. Damn, Jase is stronger than he looks! 


James wishes Jason good night, and slips his arm around me, leading me to our room. He's tired, but not tired 


out. | can tell that much from the languorous way he touches me. Slow, sexy, and definitely ready to go. 


| snuggle next to James, all but purring as he gently lubes and enters me, both of us lying on our sides. It's 


nice now and then to have a nice slow fuck. | come, whimpering, his moans ringing in my ears. 

‘| love you, Hamlet" 

| smile, turning my head to press a kiss to his head. "I love you, too, baby." 

The next day, we've got an interview with Afternoon In Boston. It's fairly fun, mostly us just being idiots. We do 
that well. The highlight for me, was watching James help out in the cooking segment. He got a little excited, 


tenderizing the beef. 


| don't suppose its supposed to have a hole in it, but oh well. He's wicked with a mallet. We chat about the 


tour, the album, even manage to plug Meghan's band, and their concert that evening. 


After that, James and Lars go to do some writing for the new album, while Jase and | give Ralph heart failure 
by going sightseeing. In a tour trolley, no less. 


Ralphill just have to deal with it. 


32 


Author's Notes: 
Warnings: Violence, rape, drug use, minor character death. 


I's a cool city, really. We hop out in Chinatown, wandering the street, buying noodles from a street vendor. 
They're fantastic, and | briefly bemoan all that | missed while | was busy having my various OCD breakdowns. 
We prowl the city far longer than we should, barely giving us time to change before the concert. 


When we rush in, James is sitting at the table with a disgusted look on his face. "Where's Lars?" | ask "We're 


gonna be late." 


"He says that he's got too much stuff-" He breaks off, staring as | brush past Jason, heading into their room. 


"Where are you going?" 
"Just getting our fourth." | stalk into the room, unsurprised to find the dictator on the phore. 


He holds up a finger, indicating that | should wait. "Ja. I've got that fax, but what about-fuck! Kirk, what the 
fuck is wrong with you?" he yelps as | grab the phone, turning it off with a flourish. 


"Uli, are you trying to push Jason away? Or are you just a stupid p-prick?" 
"What do you mean?" 

"Stupid, apparently. You've been ignoring him ever since you got to New Orleans!" 
‘Ive been busy!" 


| know that. B-but he's your lover, dammit. Make some time for him, or you're going to lo-oose him," | 
stammer. "Jason deserves b-better." 


Lars blinks, and | can see the little hamsters that run his brain making the wheels spin frantically. "I guess | 
have been a little distracted," he murmurs. 


| roll my eyes. "A little?" 
He nods. "Maybe I'll arrange a nice romantic dinner tomorr-" 


“Tonight, Uli. You're coming out to the b-bar with us. Now." 


"| can't-" 


"You can't do any work without your cell phone, either," | grin, slipping it into my back pocket. "You get it back 
at the end of the night, not before." 


He invents a few new curses, but when we leave, Uli is snuggled into the seat next to Jason, pouting. 
| grin, curling against James as we glide through the streets. 


The crowd is bigger tonight, louder. They're primed before Meghan ever steps on stage. And when she does.. 
they come alive. She's got them right where she wants them, launching into a stirring jig to start the night. 


For three straight hours, she keeps them on their feet, mixing in her originals with the old favorites. Towards 


the end, | see Ralph making a beeline for us. "You need to leave, now" 
"Why?" Even as | say it, | feel vaguely guilty. If it was Gio, | wouldn't ask 

"There's a lot of mumbling about the “fucking fags" being here-" 

| cut him off with a wave of my hand. "Got it. Were leaving, Go let Lars and Jase know." 


James glares at him, and | hold up a hand to forestall his objections. "I know. But there's about a hundred of 
them, and five of us. Now lets go.” 


He grumbles, but he turns to follow me towards the door..just in time to see Ralph go down from a bottle to 


the head. Motherfuck! 


That's the beginning of a hellacious brawl. Jason and Lars are closer to the door, they're already in the foyer 
by the time we get there. Unfortunately, the patrons are following, ignoring Meghan's implorations to stop. 


"Kneppel” Lars curses, ducking another punch. "Let's get the fuck outa here!" 


We hurry outside, and stop in dismay. Our limo is surrounded by guys kicking it and hitting it with anything 
they can find. 


"Shit," Jason curses. "| suggest we run" 


Y'think? We hurry down the street, trying not to attract any attention. Sure, | look like | blend into an Irish 
neighborhood. 


Inevitably, it comes. The yell that says that we've been found out. We start to run in earnest, then. 


And only then, does it occur to me as | stumble along the street. My knee! Shit! 


James looks down, horror crossing his face as he understands. "Gol" | yell, panic making the stutter worse. "I'l 


b-be ri-ight behind youl" 


"Fuck that, I'm not leaving youl" He wraps his arm around my waist, trying to help me, but all it does is slow 


him down. 


Jason points ahead of us. "We were here earlier. Around the corner, there's an alley. We'll turn, you duck in, 


and when they're past, get the fuck outa here," he wheezes. 
‘lm not going to leave you two-" 


"James, fucking do what you're told!" Lars growls. "They're a bunch of fat, outa shape losers. They're not 
catching us. And Kirk needs you in case some of them check the alley.” 


Oh, way to guilt him, Lars. | try to turn my most pleading look at James. 
"Fine," he grumbles. 
A moment later, we turn the corner. "Next time *I* pick the bar!" Lars yells. 


James and | duck down the alley, hurrying behind a dumpster as they thunder past. I'm breathing like I'm giving 
birth, and he's not much better. "Do you think they're gone?" | whisper. 


He peeks around the dumpster carefully. 


"No, they're not," a horrifically familiar voice murmurs. "| told you | wouldn't forget about you, pretty little 
faggot." 


Then, pain explodes in my skull, a wave of blackness overwhelming me. The last thing | see is James, a startled 


look on his face, and red staining the perfectly spiked blonde hair. 
Pain brings me back to awareness, but | don't open my eyes, not right away. Instead, | lay still, getting my 


bearings. Panic is screaming at the borders of my mind, threatening, but that won't help me, and it won't help 


Okay, focus, Hammett. Pain. Sides hurt, head is pounding, stomach, back, legs hurt, but that's it. Not been 
raped, then. Arms are pinned behind my back, handcuffed. Sounds? People talking, singing-chanting! That's it. 
Chanting. In Latin. Jesus, am | in church? 


| hear James moan, and am simultaneously relieved, and dismayed. If he's not there to help me, who is? 


"| see one of our little penitents is awake," a voice whispers sibilantly. "Are you ready to be cleansed of your 


sins?" 


James moans again, and | hear the thud of flesh on flesh, followed by a short cry of pain. It rips through me, 


hurting more than | could imagine. 
"Answer me, faggot!" 


"Fuck you, asshole," | growl, forcing myself into a sitting position It's then that | notice that l'm naked. So much 
for that hope of using the cell phone again. 


They all turn to face me, and for a moment, l'm terrified. Then, | get a look at James, and the fear flees, 
leaving in it's place a hot anger, and a determination not to let them hurt him any more. He's dazed, but the 
trail of blood coating the side of his face is the only damage | can see. l'm sure they kicked him around, too, 


though. 


"So, our other penitent is awake, as well. And far more alert. Are you ready to renounce your sins, pre 
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faggot?" 

They haul me painfully to my feet, and | bite my lip against the urge to moan. Then, l'm finally facing the 
owner of the voice. | stare at the pretty woman, confused. I'd somehow thought I'd know who was attacking 
me. "Who the ff-fuck are you?" 


"God's executioner," she snarls. 


Something's fucked up here. She's not doing this for God, the way she's looking at me is all too personal. She 
hates, yes. But not gays in general. She hates *me*. 


She bends down, and pulls out something with a whisper of leather. Shit. 


Its some sort of old-fashioned scourge. Didn't priests do that to themselves once? "What d-do you want from 


me?" 
She smiles, and comes closer. "| want to cure you, | want you to repent your evil ways. | want to save you." 
"| don't need to be saved," | spit. 


"Then, you will die, and innocents will be protected from your taint." She comes very close, until only | can hear 


her. "Im planning on what's behind door number two, personally." 
Then, at her nod, I'm forced down to my knees. "Kneel at the altar of your salvation," she intones. 


The first lash doesn't hurt too badly at first. Then, the pain hits, carrying a sudden wave of agony. | bite my 
lip until | draw blood, but | can't help the whimpers of pain. 


| know when James finally comes to fully. Its right around the fifth lash, when | can't hold back the scream of 


pain. | hear a roar, and force my head up. He's tied to a marble column, but he's still struggling. 


"No! Kirk..." The roar comes again, a litany of cursing. If it weren't for the pain, I'd smile. | could have predicted 


his reaction. 
The whip falters, as she turns towards him. Oh, no you fucking don't, bitch. No one touches him. 


| manage to crawl to my feet, shaking and bleeding. "That all you've g-go-ot, dd-ouchebag?" It might come out 
in more of a whimper than | wanted, but it has the right effect. 


She turns back. "Still defiant? | see the demon inside thee has not yet been exorcised. She raises the whip 


again, and | force myself not to flinch. 

It seems to infuriate her even more. "You will kneel before me, sinner!" 

| lift my chin, tasting the metallic tang of blood in my mouth. "I kneel for no one, bitch." 

She steps closer, eyes blazing with hatred. Her gaze lowers, and she unsheathes a dagger. "You kneel for him, 
don't you?" she asks silkily. "You kneel to receive his sinful attention. Maybe you're not a man at all, really. 
Maybe | should help nature?" 

| flinch, | can't help it. The cold metal presses against my cock, scraping the sensitive skin. 

"Beg me," she growls. 

"No." 

More pressure. Motherfucker, she's actually going to do this! "Beg me, like the bitch you are." 

"Fuck you." 

| feel the knife nick me, and | flinch back, cursing. She smirks. "Not so fucking brave, are you?" 

| try to step back, away from the knife. "Hold still," she orders. 


In reply, | take another step back. 


Pain, lightning hot, lances through my chest, and | look down. Her fingertip is locked in the silver ring through 


my nipple, holding me in place. 


"I said, hold still," she says. The knifepoint gouges against my balls, the razor edge of the blade pressing into 


my cock again. "Beg me, tell me your sorry for your sins." 

"l-Im sooo-oory," | stammer. 

She smiles that sickly smile, and | gag. 

"l'm sorry that you're a d-doucheb-bag bitch," | finish. 

Pain, sharp and intense, rips through me, and | see the litte silver ring dangling from her finger. 

James roars again, calling her everyname in the book, and | see her turn towards him again. No! 

| glance down at the ripped and bleeding flesh and curse. "You fucking D-DYKE!" 

Oh, yeah, that got her attention back on me. The backhand splits my lip neatly. "He's beyond redemption,” she 
announces. "All we can do is cleanse the world of his taint, and hope it's enough. Maybe after he's dead, we'll 


be able to rehabilitate his whore. "Prepare, my children!" 


l'm shoved roughly to the ground, and | feel something biting into my stomach. The knife! She must have 


| roll over, and nearly panic. They're preparing a goddamed pyre! They're going to fucking burn me! 

| grab the knife, and start scooting back, away from the pyre. The stone floor is biting into my back and ass, 
and | briefly have the thought that | won't need the plastic surgeon to get rid of the scarring on my back. l'm 
damn near sandblasting it here. 


Then, | feel James' foot against my shoulder. | sit up, crawling closer. "Hamlet," he sobs. "I'm sorry, baby. 


Should have protected you-" 
"Sssh. James, it's not your f-fault” | shove the knife into his hands. "Get loose and run, baby." 
"But, what-" 


| shush him again. "I'm handcuffed. You g-get the fuck out of here, and bring help. I'll struggle and d-distract 


them, slow them down" 
"I'm not leaving you, Kirk," he whispers. 


"James, this isn't the t-time to b-be noble. Get the fuck out of here! P-please!" | don't want you to see this, | 
add silently. 


After a moment, he sobs softly, and | feel him nod. "Good. When they come for me, get out of here." 


"What if there's not anyone out there?" 

"Keep looking. Don't come back in here, James. D-don't look back. Promise me," | whisper urgently. 
'|..promise," he whispers. "I love you, Kirk." 

| smile slightly. "I love you, James. Don't forget that. And don't forget your promise." 

They come for me, and | manage to twist up, pressing a quick kiss to his lips. "Run, baby." 


| don't have to feign struggling. | fight them with everything | have in my body, and then some. | get a glimpse 


once of James sawing at his bonds, and then when | look back, he's gone. 
Thank you, | think silently. At least something went right. 
| fight harder, biting and kicking, clawing with my bound hands, but eventually, they drag me over to the pyre. 


"I've always thought it was a shame that we stopped burning sinners at the stake," the woman hisses. "Tie 


him. 


| struggle. God, | struggle. It's not enough. There's too many of them. In far too short a time, I'm held fast to 
the post. 


"Last chance, faggot. Repent, and there's still a chance for redemption" 


| look down, pain clouding my vision. "If this is what your God decrees, then why the fuck would | want his 


forgiveness?" 

She smirks, and lifts a lit match. "Then go to your master in his fiery pits." 

"NO!" 

Goddammit! He promised. "James! Get out of here, d-dammit!" 

"KIRK!" 

| feel heat and look down to see the pile of wood quickly catching, and smell gasoline. Figures. 


James runs towards the pyre, and | curse again, seeing the crowd of them move to intercept. "Hold him!" she 


orders. "Let him see what his sins have wrought." 


| watch, as though in slow motion as they seize him. He fights with the strength of ten men in his terror and 


rage, but even that isn't enough. 
Damn you, James. | wanted to spare you this. 


| catch a glimpse of his face as they grapple. He's frenzied, trying so hard to get to me. | don't know what he'd 
do if he did get free, though. 


James has a little phobia about fire. Can't imagine why. 


That's why | didn't want him to see this. The flames are licking higher, my legs are getting hot. So much for 


leaving a beautiful corpse. 


| look back over, and the fight is done. They're holding him fast, six men, bearing him to the ground. He's 


staring at me, agony written on his face. 


| know I'm not going to be able to be brave for long. | don't have it in me. But while | can, | force myself to 


meet his eyes. "I love you, James Hetfield. Remember that.” 


Shit. | was hoping it wouldn't occur to him. | force a smile, blowing him a kiss. "It was worth it" 
Then, the flames begin to lick at my calves, and | start to scream. 
The pain is too much, overwhelming. | feel the blackness coming, and | welcome it, succumbing to its embrace. 


The pain is what brings me back to myself, too. Its blunted somehow, like its coming through a weird fog. 
Drugs, my brain helpfully supplies. I've been drugged. | relax a touch, listening for the traditional beeping sound. 


I've spent way too much time in hospitals lately. 


There's no beeping. Shit, am | dead? Maybe this is how death feels. Detachment from your body, this 
comfortable ether. Well, that would be depressing. No white light, no Judgement day, not even some sort of 


grand reincarnation thingie? 
Yeesh, this blows. 


As | drift, | slowly realize that the pain is increasing. Not to the point that it's disturbing me yet, but it's 
annoying. | also realize that | have a body. Not dead, then? | force my eyelids open, and look around. It's dark, 
but | can still make out the shapes that loom in the darkness. Writing desk, suitcase, lamp. 


Ah, cool. Lamp. | fumble my hand up it's base, finally reaching the switch. A click later, light floods the room, 


and a startled noise from across the room makes me jump, too. 


| look, and wide jade eyes stare sleepily at me. "Hej," Lars grins, relief written in every line of his face. "We 


thought you'd be out til morning.’ 


| blink and sit upright. Whoa. Bad choice. My head swims as pain rises up like a wave. "What the fuck-" | break 
off, looking at the bed next to me. Its empty. "Where is James?" | ask, my voice thin, panicky. 


Lars is next to me in a heartbeat, taking my hand. "Sssh, he's fine. He was so upset about you that the doctor 
finally just sedated him. He's in Jason and my room, sleeping it off" 


| sigh, relaxing a touch. For the first time, | glance down at my legs. They're not pretty. From mid calf up to 
just above my knee is bright red. The area around my calves is blistered in spots. My back aches, but not as 
much as I'd expected. 

"You were lucky," Lars says, noting my glance down. 

"What happened?" 

Lars shakes his head, a wry smile on his face. "Quirk, you must have a horseshoe shoved up your ass. Every 
time you get into trouble, somehow, you come through. James told us what you tried to do. | didn't think you'd 
have it in you," he admits. 

| shrug, and wince as one of the lashes pulls. "I couldn't let them hurt J-james." 


He smiles lightly, and reaches up, pushing a strand of hair off my face. "It was very brave, and strong of you.” 


"The last thing | remember was James coming back in, and the flames. What happened after that?" 


A familiar voice coughs softly by the doorway. "Hey, | resemble that remark." 
My eyes flicker over to the tall, broad figure standing half in shadow. "Gio? Aren't you supposed to b-b-be-" 


"Resting? Taking it easy on his stitches? Acting like a man who was sliced in two just five days ago?" Lars 
growls. "Why yes, yes he was." 


Gio rolls his eyes. "I told you, my doctor said that | could rejoin the tour-" 


"The fax | found said "rejoin, provided that you were doing desk work," unless | missed a memo. It did NOT say 
anything about bar hopping with us." 


"Huh?" | ask. 


"I got in not long after you left, and | figured I'd come down to the bar, have a beer, and catch up." 
"A beer he's not supposed to have," Lars pointed out. 


Gio calmly flips him off. "Instead, | get there in time to see you four running like your asses were on fire. | 


lost you and James, but | caught up to Lars and Jase, and we doubled back for you." 
‘Of course, you weren't there, but, James helpfully left us a blood trail," Lars put in. 
"It got us as far as the area you were in, and we called the cops and started looking around. At some point, as 


the sirens were almost on us, a naked Hetfield dashed out into the street," Gio shakes his head. "He glanced 


around, didn't see us, | think we were behind a tree from his vantage point. So, he turned and ran back in" 
"Stupid fuck," | mutter. 
"We got in there as you were starting to toast," Lars puts in 


‘Fortunately, there was an extinguisher near the door,’ Gio adds. "With the cops about ten seconds behind us, 
no one put up much of a fight, except that bitch." 


"Do we know who she was?" | ask, a shiver running through me. "She seemed to hate us an aw-wful lot." 


"Yeah. Jacqueline Walters. Barbara's daughter. Apparently, she decided that it was our fault that her mother's 
reputation was ruined," Lars growls. "Had nothing to do with that whole ambush thing." 


| shiver again. "She's in prison?" 

"She will be, Lars assures me. "Just as soon as she gets out of the hospital." He smirks at Gio. 
| didn't mean to hit her that hard," he mutters. "The canister slipped." 

"She's got a concussion and a cracked cheekbone,” Lars explains. 


| can't help but smile. "Thanks, G. | owe you again" | glance down at my legs. "Am | allowed to g-get up? I've got 


to take a major piss." 


Lars smirks. "If you can handle the pain, you can do whatever you want. The doctor said that he doesn't 


recommend doing a whole lot, but it won't hurt you.” 


| move slowly, swinging my legs down. Oh, ouch. The blood flows down, bringing a wave of pain. For once, I'm glad 
that | don't have full feeling in my right leg. For some reason, that's the one that seems to be burned worse. | 
force myself upright, wobbling towards the bathroom, cussing all the way. 


When | come out, Gio's gone, leaving Lars. He rubs his eyes. "Look, why don't you get a little more sleep? I'm 


gonna go catch a few on the sofa now that you're awake." 
| smile. "I'm not really tired, Uli. Why don't you take the bed. ll send Jase over in a minute." 
He starts to protest, then nods slightly. "Thanks, Hamlet.” 


"Not a problem." | limp slowly towards their room, grateful that my feet were somehow spared from the 


flames. That would really fucking hurt, otherwise. 

This, | can deal with. Jason looks startled when | slip into the room, though whether that's cause he didn't 
expect to see me, or because he's not used to naked men wandering into dark rooms, l'm not sure. He gives me 
a half-hug, careful to avoid my shoulders. 

"How you feeling?” 


"Like a marshmallow on a stick, but hey, I'm st-still fucking breathing," | grin. "How's James?" 


He makes a face. "More pleasant now that he's sedated, but still having nightmares. Jesus, Kirk...he was a 
fucking mess. | *never* want to see James like that again" 


| kiss his cheek. "I'll take care of him, Jase. Go spend some time with Lars, just don't get our bed all sticky.” 
He grins and blushes, heading out with all due speed. Love, isn't it sickening? | slip carefully into bed, squirming 
until l'm spooned behind James. That way, | can hold him so my back is clear, and | can bend my legs back a bit 


to protect them. 


He'd been restlessly turning, but as soon as | touch him, murmuring his name, he calms down. | stroke his 


chest, his hip, trying to relax him. "I'm here, James. We're b-both fine, baby." 


As | doze off, it occurrs to me that this calm I'm feeling isn't going to last past the drugs, and I'd better be 
calling my shrink in the morring. | might need to up the Paxil dose for the time being. 


| wake to James thrashing, moaning my name. | grip him tighter, until my back aches with it, and talk to him. 
"James, wake up. Baby, I'm okay, I'm here." 


He stills all of a sudden, and | know he's awake, waiting to see if its a dream or not. "Morning, James." 
He rolls over so fast that its amazing that | don't dislocate my shoulder. "Kirk?" 
| smile, reaching up a shaking hand to touch his face. God, | love him. "Hi, baby." 


His arms come around me, hurting like hell, but | don't care. He's holding me, and that's all that counts. He's 


sobbing violently, head buried in my hair, kissing desperately at my throat, my shoulder, anything he can reach. 
"Is okay, baby. I've got you. tm here. We're both fine," | soothe. 


| couldn't help you, and the flames.... 


"Sssh, you did fine, sweetheart. I'm okay. A little toasty, a little b-bruised, but okay." | stroke his hair, waiting 


for him to calm down. It's a long wait. 


Finally, with a last shudder, he lifts his head, kissing me tenderly. "Don't ever fucking pull a stunt like that 
again, Hamlet. I'll kill you myself." 


| smile slightly, laying my head against him. "| wasn't planning on it." To my surprise, tears well up and | pull him 


closer. "| was so afraid, baby." 


He holds me, petting my hair as the storm of emotion roils through me. Finally, it drains away, leaving me achy 


and exhausted. 

We sleep then, holding each other close, whispering softly, reaffirming that we're both alive and whole, as we 
slip into a dream free sleep. | wake first, stumbling to the bathroom for another piss. My legs ache, but not 
horribly. There really is something good to be said about the nerve damage. If you're planning to be burnt at 
the stake, its definitely the way to go. 


My giggle reminds me, and | quickly dial my shrink. Twenty minutes, two phone calls, and two pills later, | 


wander out to the kitchen, where, as usual, Lars is yapping on his phone like a Chihuahua on crack. 

"No, look We need a date around the end of April." 

"What's he bitching about?" 

"What else?" Jason mutters. "The fucking tour. He's trying to reschedule this week's shows." 

"Oh, no he's fucking not! Lars!" 

"Hang on a sec," he mutters. "What?" 

"The concert is fine. Ill be ready to go." 

"Kirk-" 

"I just talked to the doctor who treated my legs and back" They look at me oddly, and | lift the little bottle of 


antibiotics they'd left on my nightstand. "His phone number is on here, you putz. He said that as long as | have 


the legs bandaged, and have someone slather the antibiotic cream on the cuts, I'm cleared to play." He also said 


that he wouldn't recommend it, but they don't really need to know that, do they? 


"Kirk." 


"We are not rescheduling another goddamned concert because of me," | growl. "I will deal with the pain, and we 


will fucking play on Saturday.” With that, | limp over to the stove, putting on the kettle." 

The kitchen is quiet, and after a moment, | turn back around. They're still staring at me, gaping like a pair of 
goldfish. With a deep breath, | gentle my voice. "I know you're worried about me, but don't be. | already talked 
to my shrink, we're upping the Paxil dosage for the time being, and I'll talk to him every day. I'm not desperate 
to get back on tour like before. If you outvote me, I'll probably pout, but I'm not going to go boil my skin off” 
Lars shakes his head slightly. "Now and then, | still wonder where you hid the pod." 

| smirk. "It's in my basement. Right next to the full sized Alien drone." 


His laugh is rueful. "| should have guessed. You sure about this? Abso-fucking-lutely sure?" 


| do think about it. | consider how much it's gonna hurt, but when | weigh it against the thought of cutting 


another concert, there's no question. "Yeah. I'm sure. We play on Saturday." 

"No fucking way, Hamlet," James growls from the doorway. 

"James-" 

"No. You nearly died, Kirk! If Gio hadn't been such a complete idiot, you would have." He comes close, bending to 
| kiss him back, leaning in and deepening it. "I know you worry about me, babe. But, trust me. I'm fine. I'm in one 
piece, I'm not that severely injured, and | know | can do this." 


He shakes his head. "Baby, | seem to remember someone out and out begging me not to continue with the tour 


about a decade ago, and | didn't have nearly as much trauma." 


| roll my eyes. "I don't have any blackened skin, or muscle damage, though. You did. | just have the equivalent of 
a bad sunburn" 


"And whip marks on your back!" 
| shrug. "They're high enough that the strap won't rub them. Itll burn, sure. But no worse than some of the 


other shit we've played with. A little sweat in a cut is no worse than those neck spasms Jason was getting last 


year. And it's sure as hell no worse than your back." 


After many long minutes, he nods, and | smile, looping my arms around his waist. "| need a shower," | murmur. 
"Wanna help me wash?" 


He grins, and | flip off the burner under the kettle. "Be back in a few," | say. 
The water hurts, but | carefully keep it at a nice body temperature, and it eases after a few moments. James 
climbs in with me, and | stroke his body, teasing him lightly as | wash. A soft noise draws my attention, and | 


turn, eyes widening at the tears in his eyes. 


"What's wrong, baby?" 


keep seeing the flames-" 


"Sssh, it's okay, baby," | soothe, wrapping him in my arms. "They'll heal. We'll heal. For now, it's more than 
enough just to hold you." 


"You could fuck me," he offers. 
| smile slightly. "That's okay, baby. | can live without for now.’ 


He kisses me, and slowly slides down, onto his knees. "I know you can, but you don't have to. I've still got a 


mouth." 
"That's not fair-" 


"Let me do this for you, baby. Let me touch you." His lips close softly around my cock, sucking with careful 
deliberation. "You taste so good, baby. So fucking hot." 


His tongue is darting all over me, stroking and teasing. It feels so good... 

Finally, | can't take it any longer, arching with a soft moan of pleasure. He swallows, and | see his hand 
frantically working on his own cock, trying to coax a reaction out of it. Not a thing. He could just as well be 
stroking a dead flounder. 


| nudge his hand out of the way. 'I can try sucking-" 


He shakes his head. "Obviously, its not gonna happen today. Probably something in the shit they were pumping 
me full of" 


‘Sedatives can have that effect," | agree. "It'll probably wear off in a day or so." | nuzzle him. "In the meantime, 


doesn't that mean that | get increased snuggle time?" 


James grins slightly, but | can see the shadows in his eyes. "If you want, | suppose. Just don't get too used to 


it. Hs only for a day or two." 
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Eight days, and three concerts later, I'm still getting increased cuddle time. I'm starting to worry about him. 
He's just not the James | know. We're in St. Louis, and I'm having a blast, but he just seems to withdraw more 


and more. 


When | brought up the thought that he should talk to someone, he nodded, agreed, and went about his 
business. He's having nightmares, the kind of screaming, panic filled things | used to have. It scares the hell out 


of me. If he wasn't strong enough to help me, l'm sure as hell not strong enough to heal him. 


On the other hand, | seem to be doing pretty well. I've had a few nightmares, a couple of mild panic attacks, 
and one slight OCD flare up, but with the higher dose of medicine, and talking to my shrink every other day, 
I've worked through them. Physically, I'm great. The burns are gone, the lashes are just about healed. 


I'm also worried about Lars and Jason. Lars did really well for about a week, now he seems to be falling back 
into the old patterns of ignoring Jason except when they're onstage or having sex. They seem to be doing that 


less and less though. At least they're doing it. 


| know | don't have a right to bitch. | really don't. James has been nothing but considerate, sucking me off, 
fucking me with a dildo, anything | want, but it's not the same. | miss having him inside me, fucking me slow 


and hard while our skin rubbed against each other, sweaty and slick. 


Tomorrow, we're heading to LA for the Oscars. It took every bit of persuasion I've got, but James agreed to 


wear a tux. It's all black, but it's a tux, dammit. 


| may drool myself into dehydration, along with half the female population. OF course, they don't know they're 


drooling over a fucking gelding. 


Issues? Who, me? Just because my lover, the man | want to spend forever with suddenly finds me so 


unattractive that his dick has gone on strike? 


I'm trying to be kind, and understanding, but its wearing thin He swears that after the tour he'll get checked 
out thoroughly. Thing is, | know it's not anything physical. He thinks | don't know that he can get it up when I'm 
not in the room, but he can. | walked into our bedroom to him jerking off in the bathroom, and he seemed to 


come just fine. 


It's just when | touch him. Do the new scars make that much difference? | guess to him, they do. 


| miss my lover, but not for long. We've got three concerts after the awards, then we're gonna have to talk 


this out. 

LA. God, | remember the last time | was here far too well. Barbara, Bob, all the other fun shit. | couldn't 
breathe without reporters up my ass. That seems to have eased up a bit. I'm actually out walking around, 
enjoying the sights. Jason, as usual, is right there with me. 

We're heading for one of the many little music stores around here, to pick up some new strings, maybe look at 
guitars, too. James'll kill me if | get another fucking guitar, but a guy | know e-mailed me and told me that | 
had to check out the incredible ESP that one of the guys had done up. Apparently, he's a horror buff too, 


cause it's a kick-ass rendition of the robot from "Forbidden Planet," cheesy helmet and all. 


They promise to deliver it to the hotel in plenty of time to get it to sound check, as we head for lunch. 


James'll deal. 

| know | shouldn't be so bitchy about it. It's not like I'm not getting satisfied, but | miss it. | miss the emotional 
closeness. When we're together, it's like he's not all there. He's into it, he wants to make me feel good, but | 
could be sticking my dick through a hole in the wall at a bar for all the emotion we've got. | know that he's 


still hurting, | know he's ripped up, but dammit, | was the one who was burned, and I've moved on! 


That's not even close to fair to him, and | know that, too. It doesn't change that l'm starting to wonder if he 


still wants me. 
Maybe it's not the attack, maybe its just that he finally woke up and realized that Im not what he wanted out 
me or not, 

Maybe Im just being paranoid. God, | need him to kiss me, just once, like he means it. | need to wake up to him 

next to me in bed, instead of on the floor. He says his back is acting up, but if so, it's the mildest flare up Ive 
ever seen 

"Quirk?" Jason asks. | get the feeling it's not the first time he's said my name. "You all right?" 

| nod slightly. "Just thinking’ 

He pats my shoulder gently. "Don't think too hard, Hamlet. IIl all work out! 

"Thanks, Jase." | hug him as we walk into the hotel, with just ten minutes to spare. 


Lars is bouncing like a superball. "| thought you were gonna be late!" 


"You know Kirk," Jase grins slyly. "Take him shopping and he loses all track of time." 


| flip him off, and James wanders in, holding my new guitar in his hands. "I see. Kirk, where the hell are you 
going to put all these things?" 


| grin. "I'll have a new wing built" 

His arm slides around me, and | smile wider, burrowing in. He hasn't really initiated contact before, so I'll take it 
as a good sign. Maybe he and Uli talked. It hurts a little to think that he wouldn't talk about it to me, but he's 
still treating me like I'm made of glass. 

We wander down to the limo, and head to the auditorium for sound check. When we pull up, Gio's right there 
to open the door. He took a couple days off after Boston, but that's about it. His doctor would kill him if he 


knew. 


The auditorium looks incredible, like Cinderella's ball meets Liberace's closet. There's something so gleefully 


tacky about it. 

As we wander down the aisle, resplendent in our grungy jeans and t-shirts, some wench is onstage, wailing in 
this little girl voice that just makes me want to shriek along with her. The lyrics are equally puerile, some shit 
about happiness and love being found within you and making you strong... 


"What a happy load of horseshit,” Lars snorts, loudly enough that the sound techs turn and look at us. 


One of them approaches us. "You're all set up on the left wing, we're gonna sound check you after Mary 


Chapin Carpenter." 


Lars nods, and we head over. Our stuff is set up, and | quickly tune the new guitar, plugging it in, instead of 
the Camp Chaos one. 


In the meantime, a short woman with a husky voice is running through her song quickly. It's a nice change 


from the first, and | relax, listening to her. 

| saw my life this morning, lying at the bottom of a drawer. All this stuff I'm saving, God knows what this 
junk is for. And whatever | believed in, this is all, | have to show. What the hell, were all the reasons, for 
holding on for such dear life? Here's where | let go." 


| smile, hearing an echo of my own feelings in her words. 


"tim not running, l'm not hiding, l'm not reaching, l'm just resting in the arms of the great wide open, gonna pull 


my soul in And I'm almost home." 


| feel James' hand slide around my waist, his lips brushing my cheek. Almost home. 


Soundcheck is mercifully brief. We plow through it, and head out for dinner, followed by another soundcheck 
for the post Oscar party. Finally, it feels like we're getting it together. 


But still, when we're back in the hotel, nothing | do seems to turn James on. "I'm sorry, baby," he whispers, 
ashamed. 


| pet him, telling him that its all right. | don't love him for his cock. | don't, but | miss it. 


Finally, it's Oscar day. We're more than ready to go. E! shows up as we're finishing lunch, getting ready to 
change clothes. Our management company sent over a professional tailor to fit us. Apparently, they're not 


willing to have us look like..well, like heavy metal rockers. 


| finish getting fitted into my tux, and step out for the cameras. | look pretty fucking good, if | do say so 


The Mighty Het looks pretty damn hot, all in black, pale skin and blonde hair striking against the fabric. He 
offers me his arm as Lars and Jase wander out. Jase looks mildly uncomfortable, but very handsome, but 


Lars wears it like he's channeling 007. 


Finally, it's time to slip in the limo, provided by El for our lounging pleasure. It's got a camera, a nicely stocked 


bar, some munchies, and a nice television, showing everyone who's arriving before us. 


We're supposed to provide commentary for it, the way only we can do. | don't know how well we do that, but 
we're having a hell of a good time. As we finally draw close to the ampitheater, they turn the cameras off in 
the limo, letting us get ourselves together. | could learn to like El. Wonder if they'd like to premiere our next 


video? 

"Coming up next, gentlemen," they intone. 

And then, we're there, in the middle of the unreality of it all. The flashbulbs pop, and the crowd cheers, and 
l'm really glad | took my drugs today. | catch a glimpse of Gio's smile as he nudges us towards the long red 


carpet. 


Then, we're caught in the whirl of television cameras and lights. | smile, talking amiably with the press, pausing 
for pictures. Finally, we're inside, and heading for our seats as the lights begin to dim. 


In person, all the glitz and glamour are brighter than ever, so it takes a few moments for the horrible reality 


to sink in. God, this is boring. 


We're like trained seals, applauding politely at every cue. It seems like a small eternity, of feeling James squirm 
beside me, before it's time for us to head backstage. 


They've tucked us in a little back maintenance room. Very glamorous, dressing with only a screen between you 


and the power tools. 


After so long in the tux, it feels like heaven, slipping into our concert clothes. Jason and | horse around, teasing 


each other, just getting ready as James warms up. Lars is suspiciously quiet, prompting Jason to ask him if 


he's all right. 
"Yeah, I'm great. Why wouldn't | be?" he snaps. 


Jason gets that whipped puppy look that | hate, and for once, | can't hold back. "Jesus, Lars, what bug is up 


your ass?" 

"What do you mean? I'm just great" 

"Uli, get a fucking g-grip," | growl. 

"Why? Planning on taking up drums, too?" 
"What?" Im not following him at all 


"Well, you're doing everything else! Sure you don't want to go for the trifecta? You've already taken over with 
the suits, now you're doing the press shit, sure you don't want to play the drums, too?" 


| glance at the broadcast. One award, one montage, a commercial break and we're on. "Uli, this isn't the t-time 


for this." 

"Sure it is," he snarls. "Its a fucking wonderful time." 

Oh, fuck this. "Hs not like | wanted to do any of it," | yell. "I didn't get a fucking ch-choicel" 
"Yeah, yeah, | know. You got shoved into the spotlight, poor Kirk" 

James has stopped warming up, and looks torn between stopping the fight and hiding. 
"You're the one who shoved me there!" | scream. 


He makes a little incoherent noise, and storms behind the screen There's some rattling, and a moment later, 


he's back, slamming something onto the table with enough force to make it jump. 
| stare down at a hammer and three nails in confusion. "What the fuck is this for?" 


"Well, you're so far into this martyr trip of yours, | figured you might as well go all the way. I'm sure we can 


find a couple of pieces of wood to slap together for you," he spits. 


It takes a moment for the words to sink in, but when they do, | go numb for a moment. Then, hot anger burns 
through it, threatening to overwhelm me. | take a step towards him, hands outstretched. Lars cocks his fist 
back, daring me. 

Suddenly, Jason's between us, forcing us apart. "SIT THE FUCK DOWN, BOTH OFYOU!" he roars. 

We both stare in shock at him. Damn, he's loud. 

"What the fuck do you think you're doing? We need to be onstage in two minutes! Lars, apologize." 

He mumbles something that might be a vague apology. 

"Kirk?" 

"Yeah. S-sorry." 


"Now, we're going to go out there and act like the professionals we claim to be." He spins on his heel, and heads 


out, James at his heels like a faithful hound That talk is looking more and more overdue... 


Metallica's debut at the Oscars in front of the screen isn't bad. We're all bursting with adrenaline, and it 
comes through in a nice hard edge. Then, it's back to change into the tuxes, and back to our seats before the 


award is announced. 

Lars and | are staying a good distance from each other. l'm still tempted to kill the little fucker. 

Finally, its time for our award. So far, I've seen every glittering star in Hollywood, so for our award, we 
"This year's nominees for Best Song used in a feature length movie spans the gamut of musical styles, from 


country to heavy metal," he intones, using all the emotion of a head of cabbage. | tune out a bit, until he gets 


to the envelope. 


We all get up slowly, still in a state of shock. | grab James, kissing him full on the lips in front of millions of 
worldwide viewers. For a moment, he doesn't respond, then his hands are on my waist, and he kisses me back, 
hard. After that, he hugs Jason, and Lars and | stare at each other for a moment. 


Reluctantly, | hug him, murmuring congratulations. He nods, returning them, and we break quickly apart, and | 
hug Jason tightly. Then, it's time for the speech. Which, of course, we haven't prepared. Well, fuck. 


We get onstage, and | shove Lars towards the microphone. I'm not going to be accused of taking his moment in 


the sun from him. 


"We've got a lot of people to thank, and since | talk the fastest, looks like I've been nominated to do the job. 
First and foremost, we need to thank Sam Rami for believing in us when a lot of the suits were trying to get 
rid of out involvement. Then, a thank you to Dave Thoener for stepping into a tough situation and coming 
through for us. Next to all the fans for their patience and support, and to everyone who helped us out in a 
long year." His eyes slide to me for a moment, and he nods. "And we'd like to offer a special thank you to the 


fifth member of Metallica, our head of security, Gio. Without him, we'd never have made it. Thank you." 


The rest of the awards show is spent backstage, doing the press thing. It's actually pretty cool. We won a 
fucking Oscar! 


Then, we're suddenly back in the limo, staring at each other, still in shock. Lars looks at me and sighs softly. 


"Can we table it for tonight?" 
"Yeah. We can. Tomorrow, though..." 

He nods. "Yeah." 

"What did | miss?" Gio asks through the open partition. 


"Kirk and Lars went all apocalyptic on us," Jason drawls. "I thought we were going to have a bitch fight in the 


dressing room." The words are laconic, almost bored, but his eyes are still hard, pissed. 


‘Oh, that all?" Gio matches his tone, sending each of us a worried look. "Hope you all used good hairspray, 
cause it's starting to pour." 


We get to the brightly lit hall, looking around in shock. Its what the Oscars were supposed to be, all the 
glamour. Figures it takes a gay man to pull it off. 


And there he is, our host, and his boyfriend. "Gentlemen, thank you for agreeing to help us out this evening. 


Please, let me show you the dressing room where you can relax and change." 


He shows us to an opulent room, full of huge couches and tables of food and drink I'm fairly sure it's bigger 
than the second floor of my house. 


Jason wanders to the food, happily scarfing down anything that happens to catch his eye. | wander over to 
where James is sprawled and plop lightly on his lap. "What are you thinking about?" | ask softly. 


He sighs softly. "Just about the past few months," he murmurs. "I mean, here we are, Oscar winners. Damn, 


never would have thought that would happen" 


| smile, bending to kiss his lips gently. "If I'd ever stopped to consider it, | would have. Anything the Terror 
Twins," | flick a smirk at Lars, "put their minds to, they do. Its that simple.’ 


He hugs me tightly, and | curl into him, resting my head on one strong shoulder. 
Then, it's time to take the small stage and rock | can't imagine there ever being something so bad that we 
can't forget it when we walk onstage. Even though | was more than ready to kill Lars earlier, now that we're 


on, it's shelved. It won't affect our playing, unless it's to drive us higher. 


Lars seems to be doing just that, taking out a rash of frustrations on the drums, pounding like the old days. 
Then again, it doesn't hurt that we started our set with Battery. 


| prowl the little stage, ignoring the ache in my knee. I'm having too much fun to slow down We won a fucking 


Oscar! 


We finish Battery and launch right into Sandman without stopping to breathe. The crowd of Hollywood's elite 


seems to be into it, but | guess we're their darlings for tonight. 
Three songs later, we're starting our encore, the reason that we're here tonight, "Be There." 


At the end, | see Elton slip onto stage, and whisper to Lars. He motions to James, and James grins darkly. | 


shiver, seeing the utter mischief in that smirk as he strolls over to me. "Elton says to do one more." 
| laugh softly, more relief than anything in my voice. This is my James. Finally! "Got it" 

"Don't you want to know what we're playing?" 

| roll my eyes and wander off. Like | don't know? 


Jason smirks and mouths two words at me, and | nod as James steps up to the microphone. "So fucking what?" 


| rip into the opening chord as James smirks wildly, launching into the profanity laden song. A moment ago, we 
were Hollywood's darlings. Now, they're staring at us, mouths open, like we're some strange, possibly dangerous 


beast. | love it. 


James goes into full raunch mode, complete with hip thrusts, that sensual roll on his words that would turn a 
nursery rhyme into porn. Jason backs him up, making obscene sheep noises, among other things. It's our less 
than subtle way of reminding everyone that just because we're mainstream, doesn't mean that we're tamed. 


Far from it. 


No matter what, we're still Metallica, and we've got a few more years before any of us are ready to give up 


our title as the bad boys of metal. 


When we finish, | glance over at our gracious host. He's laughing so hard that I'm pretty sure we've broken 


him. 

The rest of the night is a whirlwind of color and sound, meeting people I've only dreamed of, chatting with 
some of the most recognizable names in the world. drink far more than | should, but hey, its a celebration, 
right? 

Finally, it's time to head out. | snuggle in against James, watching the rain slide down the glass. I'm exhausted, 
When | wake, | know where | am instantly. The dark mahogany table holding our little statues is a giveaway. 
Damn, | must have really been out of it. Don't blame James for dumping me out here, | snore like a chainsaw 
when I'm drunk. 

A low purring snore alerts me to the fact that I'm not alone. Jason's sprawled on the other couch, dead to the 
world and drooling. | can't help the little chuckle that slips out. Jesus, we're old. A few drinks, and two of us are 
unconscious. 

| stretch, feeling the glide of the leather pants over my legs. At least they took the boots off. | stuff my feet 
back in them, hearing the low snarl of thunder outside. Damn, it's still pouring. | slip through the quiet suite, 
carefully skirting the ghostly shadows of furniture. 


There's still a dim light coming from the slightly open door of our suite, and | can hear low murmurs, noises. 


Must still be watching television. 


| nudge the door, fumbling with the laces of my pants. It takes a moment for me to realize that the sounds 


are louder, more real than they should be. | glance up, and my breath stops, freezes in my chest. 


| can feel the cold spreading outward, encompassing my whole body. No. This can't be real. 


But, it is. Right there, in the middle of the bed. OUR fucking bed! There they are-Lars on his hands and knees, 


need to get out of here. 
| guess | make some sort of noise, because Lars' eyes are suddenly on me. "Shit." 


| back away from the door quickly. | can't handle this right now. | really can't. | trip over the furniture, cursing 


as | head for the door. | hear James, cursing and calling my name, but | don't care. 


Jason doesn't even stir as | trip past him, shoving the door open. | slap the button for the elevator, hearing it 


It finally opens, and | dart in, shoving the buttons for first floor and door close simultaneously. As they slide 
shut, | get a glimpse of James, thundering out the door, naked, the stain of his infidelity still on his cock. 


Bastard. 
How could he? 


| get to the lobby and hurry out, into the storm. Its absolutely pouring, I'm drenched in seconds. | don't stop, 
instead walking through the streets, huddled into my sweater. 


| don't know how long I've been walking when | finally start to realize how fucking cold | am. Jesus, | left without 
a coat, without money, nothing. Shit. Okay, time to get rational. I'm not going back there tonight, but | can't 
stay out here. Only one place to go. 


It takes me two tries to pick up the receiver of the payphone in my numb fingers. Its only when | try to talk, 


hear the hoarse huskiness of my voice that | realize that I've been crying the whole time. 


"C-c-collect c-call, p-please?" | manage to stutter out the number, and wait for the prompt to state my 


name. *K-K-Kirk" 

A moment later, the familiar voice comes on. "Kirk? What's wrong? Where the hell are you?" 
"Is J-James there?" 

"No, he's out looking for you. Where are you?" 

"6, p-please, d-don't tell him | c-called.|..we had a fight. |-forgot, m-my wa-aallet" 

"Shit" He takes a deep breath. "Where are you? | won't tell him" 


| mumble out where | am, and he tells me to stay put. Ten minutes later, the dark sedan glides through the 
pre-dawn light, windshield wipers flapping frantically. 


"Get in," he orders. 
| slip in, feeling the brush of warm air on my skin Oh, much better. "You all right?" 
"Yeah. I'm fine," | say mecharically. 


"I can tell. Come on, lets get you back to the hotel. You can stay in my room tonight.” 


"Thanks, G. T-tomorrow, I'll get my o-own r-room." 


"What? Must have been a hell of a fight. Shouldn't you try to talk to him?" 


been James. Always been love. 

| guess | should. Then, | think about the last few weeks. Maybe it wasn't just the attack. Maybe... 

The image of the two of them together comes into my mind. "No. It's over," | say painfully. 

| nearly fly through the windshield as he steps hard on the brakes. "What?" 

"Its over." 

"Kirk, he loves you-" 

"THEN HE SHOULD HAVE THOUGHT OF THAT BEFORE HE FUCKED LARS!" | explode. 

For a moment, silence reigns in the car. Then, Gio sighs. "Fuck." 

I'm quiet as we drive to the hotel. "What are you going to do?" 

"With the band?" | wait for his nod. "I don't know. P-probably just shift it to professional relationships only. IIl 
be like the old days. Show up, do my job, and fucking leave." Sounds like a nice, sterile, cold existence, doesn't it? 
| follow him into the elevator. 

"Shit. I'm sorry." 


"Me too." | sniffle. "I'm going to miss-" It's the last word | can get out before the sobs overwhelm me. 


| don't know how Gio gets me into his room, or how long | cry for. When I'm done, | don't really feel any better, 


just lightheaded, and empty. 


| guess | fall asleep, because when | wake, it's mid-day, and Gio's nudging me about taking my pills. Yeah, god 
forbid | slit my wrists. | have so much to fucking live for. Like the cocksucking concert tomorrow night. 


Shit, | don't know if | can do this. Fuck that, | can | fucking will 


Gio manages to get me a change of clothes, and my wallet. That's good enough. | call Jason, who's frantic, on 


my cell. 


"Where are you, are you all right, what happened?" 


right now. Just, listen to me for a sec?" 
"Of course." 


lm not going psycho, but | can't handle James right now. I'm going to make my own arrangements for travel, 


and I'll see you at sound check tomorrow. I'm really all right, | promise." 
He sighs. "I'm gonna regret this, but okay. I'll pass it along. Can | ask James what happened?" 
| smirk a touch. "By all means. I'll talk to you later, Jase." 


Twenty four hours later, I'm in Seattle, showing my pass to the guard. My hands are shaking. Shit. | don't know 
if | can do this. 


"Kirk!" 

| don't even glance at Lars, walking in as though | don't see him or hear him. "Kirk, please. I'm so sorry-" 
"That's a shame," | say flatly. "It looks like you were having a good time." 

"Please, just listen to me-" 


"Why, so you can tell me that you shouldn't have fucked my fiancé?" 


fuck, and there aren't any excuses. Just, I'm sorry." 
| finally look at him. Shit, he looks like he hasn't slept at all. "Yeah. Aren't we all” 
"I told Jase," he says softly. "Last night. Begged him to forgive me." 


Well, hadn't expected that. "What did he say?" 


"We're going back to counseling. | think there's a lot of things | need to work out. Like why I'm so insecure that 
I'd attack my best friend in the world, or fuck his lover." 


"When you get the answer, let me know." 
Is there any chance that you'll forgive me one of these days?" 


| shrug. "I really don't know. Right now, | just want to get through this concert" 


He nods. "Yeah. | didn't think so." His shoulders slump as he slouches away. 

Shit. "Uli?" 

"Yeah?" 

"One day, | think so." 

Incoherent as that was, | think he understands. 

| don't have time to think about it, because I've been spotted. "Hamlet?" 

Shit. | turn to face James, forcing my face to go blank. "What James?" 

‘I'm so sorry. | don't know what-" 

"Save it. | don't care. I'm very happy for you that you got over your little problem," | say flatly. 

"Kirk, | need help, | know that-" 

"Yeah, you do, James. | hope you get it, too. Just don't expect to find me waiting," 

Please, don't say it-don't say-" 

"We're over, James." His face crumples, but | force myself to go on. "I'll do the tours, the albums, but this is 
it for us." With a short sob, | pull the ring he gave me just a little over a month ago off my finger and put it 
in his hand. 


'| love you." His voice is tight, like the sobs are trying to escape. 


| smile a little sadly. "Yeah. | think, | always will. Goodbye, James." | lean up, pressing my lips against his, one last 
time. 


He kisses me back, softly, sweetly. "I'm sorry." 
| nod slightly. "Me too." Then, | turn away, towards an existence that stretches out in front of me. A life 
without James. With a deep breath, | lift my chin, and start walking, ignoring the tears slowly dripping down my 


cheeks. | can do this. Even if it kills me. 


kk kFinis kkk 


